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abstract
ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL: A QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY OF CHOICE
IN A SUBURBAN PUBLIC ELEMENTARY SCHOOL DISTRICT
FEBRUARY 1999
JUDITH C. HOULE, B.M., BARRINGTON COLLEGE
M Ed., WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Gretchen B. Rossman

After fifteen years of education reform efforts since the publication of A
~31 RiSk’3 S'ngIe most effectlve system of educating elementary school
students has not yet emerged. Wha, have emerged are several models

of instructional

practice and student grouping that show some promise. Is our inability to agree on a
single best system for all our students mean that there is no one best system? Recent
attention to providing choices for families has fueled this debate
This case study examines a suburban school district’s twenty-six year history
with an open enrollment system of choice. Little attention has been paid in the
literature to mtradistrict choice as a way to restructure public schools. By
documenting the journey of this district’s attempts to offer choices to its families, a
context has been set in which a discussion of this option within public schools can
take place.
Several questions guided this study in order to provide the reader with a
context in which this discussion can take place:

vi

aHX?Ch0iCe Stait (' e ’What precipitated il’wh0 was involved m making it

•

^ Ch°'CeS tha‘are °ffered’and how d0 P^nts and staff make

•

How has it evolved over time?

•

What enables it to continue?

•

What inhibits it from working as well as it could or should?

•

How do the participants feel about the choice system?

•

How does it impact the community as a whole?

•

Does the reality of choice live up to the promise?

•

How will this study inform future discussions?

These questions are answered in the context of a review of the education reform
literature. The study includes classroom observations, participant interviews, and
document review. The data gathered through this process provide a thematic analysis
of the issues inherent in an open enrollment system.
From this context, implications for other school districts are discussed. The
stones of the participants will bring added insight to the practical issues of design and
implementation of a choice system for public elementary schools.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Prohlem
The question of how best to educate children has been debated since the
beginning of public schooling in America. David Tyack’s (1974) book. The One
Best System: A History of American Urban Education chronicles many of the
disputes between parents, communities-at-large, and teachers concerning pedagogy
and discipline as far back as the nineteenth centuiy. These debates, coupled with
societal demands and advances in knowledge of the teaching and learning process,
resulted in many attempts to change the ways schools operate. Many of the changes
affected curriculum development: the ways in which curriculum content is taught and
assessed. The organization and governance of schools and school districts in
response to the needs of a complex and changing society have also been affected.
Despite these many attempts to reform and restructure education, we still have
not found a single system to educate our youngest students that we consider
overwhelmingly more effective than any other. Perhaps this pursuit of the one best
system is the root of the problem. As Tyack and Cuban (1995) point out, can any
single system of education be expected to effectively meet the needs of all students in
an increasingly complex and diverse society, or are we just “tinkering toward
Utopia”? If a one-best system is not the answer, then what choices should we offer in
public schools in general and, more specifically in the context of this study, at the
elementary level? Who should make those decisions? How should they be
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implemented? The premise of this case study is that there is no one best system for
all elementary students. The research details how a local community comes to grips
with the complexities of choice within its public elementary schools.
Interestingly enough, as one reads the plethora of literature on education
reform, something in it seems stale and lacking. While the actions of those engaged
in change initiatives are well described, the voices of the children, their families,
teachers, administrators, and other concerned citizens have been sterilized and
depersonalized. Looking the work of experts in the field of education reform, one
finds a nch theoretical base. However, it leaves one with two questions: (1) What
about the children? and (2) How can putting a “face” on the educational theory help
inform policy and practice?

Statement of Purpose
This research describes a suburban community’s journey towards discerning
the best way to educate their five- through twelve-year-old children. Interestingly
enough, that journey has led them down multiple pathways. Offering educational
choices - instructional patterns (i.e.. Whole Language, constructivist approaches)
and/or grouping patterns (i.e., multiage groupings, graded structure) - to families has
proven, on the face of it, an effective means to that end for them.
This case study explores the personal stories of those citizens of a suburban
Massachusetts community, referred to in this study as Pleasantville, who participate
in their town’s educational choice system at the elementary level. The
implementation of choice as a means to meet their students’ educational needs has a
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long history: twenty-six years. It should be noted at the outset that the community, its
schools, and the participants in the study will be identified through the use of
pseudonyms. Any citations from local documentation, interview transcripts, or
classroom observations will be noted using these pseudonyms.
The mam focus of this study is to provide a concrete context for the discussion
of choice as an option for education reform. As noted in chapter two, there is
relatively little written on public school choice and most of that discussion is centered
around schools that have pursued these avenues for specific reasons: legislation and
litigation mandating equity for the disenfranchised in urban settings. However, in this
case, choices were offered in response to a community desire to offer options to its
students. How did they resolve these needs? How has the system evolved over the
years? Most importantly, what insight can be gained into the process of change
through choice and how that process has shaped and continues to shape
Pleasantville’s five elementary schools?
This case study will serve two purposes: first, to provide an outsider’s view to
the participants regarding their choice program and thus give them added insight into
their ever-evolving work in this area. The second purpose of this study will be to
inform other suburban communities interested in choice as a means to better educate
their youngest students. Framing the theoretical base in the personal processes of the
participants may help others gain practical knowledge directly applicable to their
individual situations.
The research is grounded in the phenomenological tradition of qualitative
research (Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Questions guiding the study are:
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How did choice start (i.e., what precipitated it, who was involved in maWng jt
a reality)?
&
What are the choices that are offered, and how do parents and staff make
them?
How has it evolved over time?
What enables it to continue?
What inhibits it from working as well as it could or should?
How do the participants feel about the choice system?
How does it impact the community as a whole?
Does the reality of choice live up to the promise?
How will this study of the phenomenon of choice inform future discussions?

Significance of the Study
This case study will contribute to the growing body of literature on school
reform and school choice. While grounded in a theoretical base, the stories of the
participants will bring added insight to the practical issues of design and
implementation. It is their journey chronicled in these pages that further informs
public schools of choice options as a reform strategy.
Pleasantville has chosen an open enrollment system of choice. Open
enrollment, also known as intradistrict choice, is defined as the practice of allowing
families to choose any school within their town for their children. Open enrollment
practices have their roots in urban education, following the Civil Rights movement.
In most of these settings, the choice is controlled by racial diversity of the total
population in response to litigation to desegregate schools (Chubb & Moe, 1990;
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Weiss in Fuller & Elmore, 1996). In Pleasantville diversity is not an issue that factors
into the choice. Open enrollment was not a district edict in tilts case. This system
began as a grass-roots effort on the part of a vocal group of parents working with a
district administrator to provide an alternative educational environment for their
children to the one in place at the time of their effort’s inception. Over time, the
schools in this district have defined themselves in somewhat unique ways, and it is
from these defining characteristics that families make their choices.
However, of particular interest in this study are Pleasantville’s struggles with
their open enrollment system over the years. The school system works to strike a
balance between the competition inherent in such a system, and ensuring that every
child in the town receives equitable services. Periodic budget issues have caused
some difficulties in providing continued high-quality services. Currently, the lack of
space in the town’s elementaiy schools impedes their ability to give parents their first
choice. The school system’s attempts to solve these problems will provide practical
information to the readers of this study to inform their own decisions with regard to
the promises and pitfalls of choice.

Limitations of the Study
Ballenger and Lane (1996) note that the adage, ‘“write about what you
know’” is “one of the few great Laws of the craft” (p. 41). Twenty-one of my
twenty-two years’ experiences as a teacher and school administrator are in suburban
and rural public elementary schools. This case study gives me the opportunity to
write from what I know. The national debate on choice encompasses many issues
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that will not be a part of this study. I will not be focusing on the social goals of
schooling frequently attached to the phenomenon of choice: diversity, poverty, and
the empowerment of the disenfranchised. These issues are not a large part of my
personal experience and, therefore, I do not have a strong frame of reference from
which to write.
The role of research is not necessarily to map and conquer the world but to
sophisticate the beholding of it” (Stake, 1995, p.43). Therefore, this study will focus
more on the educational goals of choice: providing a community with options that
they can exercise in ways that make sense to them. The research is limited to the five
elementary schools in the town: Academy School, Central School, Community
School, Homestead School, and Parkside School. These limits will influence the
reader’s interpretation of the findings and use of the data. However, putting these
limits on the research will also provide a concrete, living context in which to frame a
larger discussion of public school choice at the elementary level.
Another limitation is in the chosen research methodology. While all the
elements of qualitative case study are used - classroom observations, interviews, and
document review - only a representative sampling from each school is examined in
an attempt to give a district-wide view of the phenomenon. Every attempt is made to
represent a broad range of opinion; however, it must be said that the data do not
represent eveiy person’s opinion in each of the constituent groups, nor the practice of
every teacher in his/her classroom.
Another limitation of the study exists in the potential for researcher bias.
While every attempt is made to present the data and draw conclusions without bias
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there is subjectivity inherent in any researcher’s view of the phenomenon studied
The key is to recognize that subjectivity at the outset and to watch for signs of its
surfacing throughout the process. The recognition of my own bias begins as an
understanding that writing only from what I know has its limitations:
I say write about what you don't know. Write about
what you haven t figured out. Write about what makes
you curious. Write about what confuses you. Learn to
seek out confusion, draw it close like an injured bird,
and with your pen write your way to understanding
(Ballenger & Lane, 1996, p. 41, emphasis in original).
As I have wrestled with my own personal views of what is best for the
children I have served, I wonder about choice as a more viable option than a ‘one size
fits all’ system. In the past seven years, I have had the opportunity to work closely
with a number of students who have nonverbal learning disabilities, such as
Asperger’s Syndrome. These children have a difficult time with social relationships
and spatial understanding of the world. For them, a constructivist approach to
learning in prevalent many elementary school classrooms presents some difficulty.
Because social interactions are not easily ‘read’ by them, learning in a social context
is a struggle. I have learned that these children must be given the language to deal
with situations they cannot interpret for themselves. As a result of knowing them,
how best to meet the needs of all students has me curious, confused. The
examination of the role of choice in meeting the needs of many learners in this case
has caused me to look at some of these issues closely.
It is important to recognize that when the main tool for data gathering is
human, subjectivity will play a role in the process (Peshkin, 1988; Glesne & Peshkin,
1992; Eisner, 1998). Peshkin (1988) and Glesne and Peshkin (1992) advise
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researchers to take on their subjectivity through a heightened sense of awareness. My
own personal propensity for a constructivist model of education at the elementary
level must be tempered by the basic thrust of this study, that one size does not fit all.
Therefore, I also understand that varying instructional modes in the context of choice
are by design. It is that design that is the very essence of a choice system.
Awareness of subjectivity, and knowing when it can be of use to the
researcher and when it hinders research are key. “Standard qualitative designs call
for the persons most responsible for interpretations to be in the field, making
observations, exercising subjective judgement, analyzing and synthesizing, all the
while realizing their own consciousness” (Stake, 1995, p. 41). As Glesne and
Peshkin (1992) and Eisner (1998) point out, subjectivity is not just an enemy of the
researcher in the search for truth. There are times when emotions and questions may
be indications that some other avenue not previously contemplated exists. The
validity and trustworthiness section in chapter three on research design and methods
addresses how I will deal with these challenges so as to present the data in an open
and honest manner.

Summary —
Chapter one has set the stage for an in-depth examination of choice as a
reform strategy for public elementary schools. Consideration of the complexities of
choice, alluded to earlier, is a dilemma for any community. The study of this
phenomenon through a single case, personalizes through the voices of its participants
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and the implementation of the choice in practice, which provides insight into those
complexities for other communities contemplating this strategy.

Outline of the Remaining Chapters
The remaining chapters will present a framework for the reader to use in
his/her own consideration and interpretation of the case study presented. Chapter two
presents a theoretical base through the literature of several key contributors on
education reform. Definitions of terms presented in this chapter to add clarity to the
discussion.
Chapter three discusses the research methodology employed in this study in
the context of the literature on qualitative research methods. Chapters two and three
set the stage for the remainder of the dissertation.
The actual case is the focus of Chapter four. Beginning with a description of
Pleasantville and its schools, data will be presented from the various sources
employed throughout the study. Attention will be paid to trustworthiness and
reliability through triangulation of the data from those sources. The descriptions of
the schools will be framed in the historical context of the town and its choice system.
The data will then be examined through thematic contexts that emerged during the
course of the study.
The final chapter examines the data in the context of implications for other
school districts considering choice as a reform strategy will be considered. The
constraints placed on the study in order to give it meaning also pave the way for
future studies. This case has raised more questions than it has answered. Chapter five
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raises those questions, suggesting possible avenues to pursue in answering them.
Certainly, the reader may or may not agree with the findings and their implications.
In either case, it is my hope that this study will stimulate further consideration and
discussion.
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CHAPTER H
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
The history of American public education is replete with examples of
struggles to meet the challenge of providing a quality educational system, one
accessible to all children while meeting the needs of a nation priding itself on being
the world’s greatest democracy. Tyack (1974) chronicles this history back to its
origins in the early nineteenth century. His book opens with stories of the teachers.
These early pioneers of public education were often caught between state-dictated
curriculum and texts, and cantankerous school boards. They then found that the latter
would win out when they tried to implement the former. The result was often the loss
of their jobs.
While unionization has provided job security for teachers, the debate over
what is best for students has continued. As a result, over time, a variety of
movements have attempted to change the ways schools operate. Many of these
changes have affected curriculum development methods, the ways in which the
curriculum is taught and assessed. The organization and governance of schools and
school districts in response to the needs of a complex and changing society have also
been affected. This chapter examines educational change as it applies to elementary
schools in both theoretical and historical contexts.
The body of literature on educational change is enormous. Of necessity,
parameters were set for the discussion of this literature to make it manageable. While
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broad topics are examined, special emphasis is placed on their application to
elementary schools, the area of interest for this research. Reform movements of the
last fourteen years, since the publication of the landmark document on the state of
education in America, A Nation at Risk (1983), are the major thrust of the historical
view. Many of the efforts to reform public schools since 1983 have been in response
to this work.
The opening section of this chapter defines terms describing change initiatives
to provide a common frame of reference for the remaining sections. These sections
look at the literature on educational change in response to four broad questions: (1)
Why do schools engage in change initiatives? (2) What are the targets of these
changes? (3) How are these changes made and who makes making them? (4) What
are the results of these change initiatives, both expected and realized? The conclusion
of the chapter summarizes the theoretical base and its implications for reform efforts
in public elementary schools.

Definition of Terms
Educational change, innovations, initiatives, reform efforts, and restructuring
are terms used interchangeably in the literature. They describe a myriad of activities
in which schools engage along the road to self-improvement. The language of
educational change has become muddled and difficult to categorize. The word
restructuring carries the greatest weight of all the terms and is used most frequently.
It is a large umbrella under which many activities are placed. David Conley (1993)
notes concerns about the loose definitions given these terms: “The fuzziness about
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what constitutes restructuring has been, perhaps, one of its more attractive elements:
almost anything qualifies” (p. 14). He advises that “[t]he term may have to acquire a
more precise meaning, as educators and community members come to understand not
just what they choose to change about schools, but why in a broader sense they are
altering the structure, methods and content of public schooling” (p. 14).
Conley categorizes change initiatives in three levels: “renewal, reform, and
restructuring” (p. 7).
Renewal activities are those that help the organization
to do better and/or more efficiently that which it is
already doing (p. 7). Reform-driven activities are those
that alter existing procedures, rules, and requirements to
enable the organization to adapt the way it functions to
new circumstances or requirements. Restructuring
activities change fundamental assumptions, practices
and relationships, both within the organization and the
outside world, in ways that lead to improved and varied
student learning outcomes for essentially all students (p.

8).

These definitions do not imply a hierarchical significance. Rather, they represent
varying degrees of activity that schools engage in separately and/or simultaneously.
Renewal activities may be the most meaningful way for a school or district to
implement necessary improvements to curriculum and instruction at a certain point in
its development. Reform activities tend to focus more on procedural and policy
issues, and often are initiated from outside the school by federal, state and/or district
mandates (Conley, 1993). Tyack and Cuban (1995) look at the word reform through
a political lens:
When we speak of educational reforms we mean
planned efforts to change schools in order to correct
perceived social and educational problems. Sometimes
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broad social crises triggered school reforms and
sometimes reforms were internal improvements
initiated by professionals (p. 4).
Restructuring initiatives are substantive activities requiring schools to look at
all of their practices and to make major changes in the ways they operate (Tyack,
1974). Ann Lieberman (1995) echoes this sentiment as she notes a shift in the
discussion of restructuring. The notion of restructuring is becoming increasingly
understood as a lengthy process of fundamental change in the ways in which schools
operate (Darling-Hammond, 1997).
Another way to look at the difference between restructuring and renewal or
reform efforts is through a literal interpretation of the word restructuring. Since the
late 1980’s, restructuring literally implies structural changes: grouping students for
instruction, the ways teachers work with groups of children and with each other, and
the allocation of time and content of the curriculum during the school day and school
year (Elmore, Peterson & McCarthey, 1996). Restructuring for some school districts
includes offering choices: open enrollment, magnet schools, and schools-withinschools are approaches to choice exercised mainly by urban school districts.
Meyer, Brooks, and Goes (1990) bring a different perspective to this notion of
levels of change. They define two types of change processes: continuous or firstorder change, and discontinuous or second-order change.
Continuous, or first-order change, occurs within a
stable system that itself remains unchanged. Indeed,
system stability often requires frequent first-order
change.... Discontinuous, or second-order change,
transforms fundamental properties or states of the
system (p. 94, emphasis in original).
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First-order or continuous change is defined as those activities schools undergo
as a matter of course: updating curriculum, implementing new teaching strategies,
integrating new technologies, etc. These changes are made while maintaining the
status quo of organizational and governing structures. However, second-order
changes are much more radical:
From time to time, organizational environments
undergo cataclysmic upheavals - changes so sudden
and extensive that they alter the trajectories of entire
industries, overwhelm the adaptive capacities of
resilient organizations, and surpass the comprehension
of seasoned managers (Meyer, Brooks, and Goes, 1990,
P- 93).
Second-order changes in schools usually are a result of at least one of two driving
forces: (1) legislated reform mandates at the federal or state level, and/or (2) public
outcry regarding the state of education in highly publicized documents or events.
These different perspectives on change initiatives suggest that there is a
continuum of change initiatives on which public schools operate, as represented by
Figure 1.

First-order change
◄-Renewal

Second-order change
--^
Reform

Restructuring

Figure 1. Change Initiatives Continuum

The research literature and my own personal experience show that schools operate
along this continuum as needed in many cases. Renewal activities are most
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appropriate for schools at certain points in time. Reform and restructuring initiatives
also have their place in the work of schools as learning organizations. However,
many schools spend their time working on renewal and reform issues when
restructuring is needed. Tyack and Cuban (1995) refer to this phenomenon as
“tinkering toward Utopia.”
What does all this mean to the change process? While many reformers tout
their ways of change as panaceas for educational problems, the research presented in
this chapter suggests that the road to educational change is a bumpy one. No two
schools or school districts follow the same route on their journeys. Professionals
committed to the process of continual self-improvement begin many change
initiatives within schools. However, sometimes forces outside schools drive these
changes.
The political forces that drive change are at odds with the institutional forces
that do or do not implement those changes (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). As this chapter
searches the literature for answers to the four questions outlined above, the argument
will be made that both internal and external forces drive and shape change in schools.
It is interesting to note that no second-order changes of the magnitude of those
implemented during the Industrial Revolution have been seen in public schools since
then. With the upheaval of the 1960’s and the continual outcry of political and
business groups regarding the poor quality of America’s educational system, why has
there not been cataclysmic change giving the public what it demands of its schools?
A look at why schools change at all, and discussion of what and how changes occur,
will provide at least a partial answer to this question. The question to be examined in
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this dissertation is the role of offering choices to students in the overall scheme of
change initiatives.

Why Do Schools Eneage in Change Initiatives?
Why schools engage in change initiatives speaks to fundamental questions:
what is the purpose of schooling, and what is it that schools are trying to accomplish?
Educators have long recognized that the main purposes of schooling are in two
domains, academic and social: “to educate students in various academic or cognitive
skills and knowledge, and to educate students in the development of individual and
social skills necessary to function occupationally and sociopolitically in society”
(Fullan & Stieglebauer, 1991, p. 14). These skills are accepted by most educators as
keys to maintaining our democracy.

Restructuring in the Wake of the Industrial Revolution
The early history of public schools demonstrates the struggle for defining the
role of the school in society and responding to the needs of a changing world. The
common rural school of the nineteenth century was an integral part of the small
community it served. Attendance was often secondary to the need for children to
help in the fields of family farms. The goals of schooling were primarily to give
children basic reading, writing and computational skills (Tyack, 1974). Yet
educational proponents of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries - Thomas Jefferson
and Horace Mann, to name two of the most notable - recognized a social purpose in
promoting ethical behavior as a way to keep the country from heading toward moral
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decline (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). This sense of social purpose shaped the curriculum.
The primary purpose of reading instruction was to make the Bible more accessible to
families, thereby maintaining a high moral standard. Writing was a way to
communicate with others over the increasingly long distances resulting from
westward expansion, and arithmetic was important as money replaced bartering in the
transaction of business at the local mercantile establishment.
However, the turn of the century gave rise to major economic and
demographic shifts as industrialization took hold. The resultant decline of rural
communities and schools created the conditions for second-order change in schools
across America. Newly industrialized cities were attractive to Americans in search of
jobs, and a more secure future than farming. Immigrants came by the thousands in
search of a better life. The sudden increase in urban populations, and consolidation of
rural school districts, gave rise to new educational structures and their resulting
bureaucracies. These centralized school governance systems brought sweeping
changes to America’s schools: mandatory attendance laws, grouping of children
according to grades determined by their chronological ages, and standardization of
curriculum. Lost was local community control. Power was instead given to
professional educators: superintendents and principals, who promoted the benefits of
a standardized system, couched in language full of metaphorical references to
business and industry. Clearly, while academics were a strong consideration, the
purposes of schools had shifted to behavioral goals that would supply our nation’s
newly constructed factories with compliant workers willing to adhere to schedules
and perform routine tasks (Tyack, 1974).
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These changes in schools and schooling at the turn of the century can be
described as restructuring. From consolidation of small districts into larger ones with
a bureaucratic governance structure, to grouping of students in graded classrooms, to
textbook-driven curricula, the entire U.S. school system changed in fundamental
ways. Many of these changes remain with us to this day, despite subsequent
opportunities for second-order change.

Balancing Academics and Social Reform: the 1960’s
As the progressive movement established itself in the early twentieth century,
questions began to be raised about the validity of a system that, while purporting to
strive toward democratic aims, was in fact an autocratic bureaucracy. Its chief
champion, John Dewey, raised grave concerns regarding the artificiality of the school
system, unlike any other institution in American society. He proposed that schools
ground education in real-life experiences of students (Dewey, 1963) rather than break
knowledge down into isolated bits of skills that would be given through lecture and
learned through drill. He proposed major changes in curriculum, instruction, and
physical environment which would allow for more learner-centered instruction, where
inquiry and critical thinking would be the cornerstones of the foundation on which an
educational system could be built.
Dewey also realized the social goals of which schools have been a part.
However, he suggested that ethical and moral principles not be forced on students.
Rather, students should be given opportunities to learn the skills of thinking about
their behaviors. While noting that some external controls - rules of school - are
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important for maintaining a safe and orderly environment, he captured the essence of
schools’ striving to implement the goals of a peaceful society: “The ideal aim of
education is creation of power of self-control” (Dewey, 1963, p. 64).
The next major events causing America to take a hard look at its schools
occurred in the 1960’s. The civil rights movement, punctuated by the publication of
the Coleman Report (1966), caused educators and politicians to reconsider the
purposes of schooling. The national agenda for schools was altered to include healing
the societal ills of the time, particularly poverty and civil rights violations (Tyack,
1974).
The launching of Sputnik by the Russians in 1958 led to some curriculum
reform movements during this same period of time. Problem-solving and higherorder thinking skills were infused into the curriculum, especially in the areas of
science and mathematics. Learning environments were also changed in some
elementary schools, e.g., open classrooms were an experiment of the time in many
parts of the country. Educators became preoccupied with innovative practices. The
more innovative practices one could adopt, the better (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991).
However, these reform efforts failed to produce the desired results in a short
period of time, and many were subsequently abandoned. Evidence suggests that
many innovative practices were adopted without reaching a clear understanding of
why they should be implemented, or discerning the need to be context-sensitive when
taking a practice from one school to another (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991). Asa
result, the pendulum swung in the opposite direction. The “back to basics” movement
took hold.
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Standardized, textbook-driven curriculum was once again considered the one
best way to deliver instruction. Schools constructed around the open classroom
concept either built walls or put up partitions to separate classrooms. The societal
upheaval of the 1960’s, while cataclysmic in and of itself, did not bring about a
restructuring of schools as did the Industrial Revolution. Perhaps we were so caught
up in the implementation of programs that the larger question of the purposes of
schooling received less attention in the rush to change schools. However, two camps
emerged regarding this question: those who promoted a strong role for schools in
overall societal reform, and those who proposed a strong curriculum and high
standards as the means to keep America’s competitive edge in the world.

Global Economic Competition and High Standards: the 1980’s
Another opportunity presented itself for restructuring the American school
system: a tiny, yet powerful, manifesto criticizing the state of schools and schooling
was published in 1983. A Nation at Risk, commissioned by the Secretary of
Education Thomas Bell during the Reagan administration, was a call to arms that
began a dialogue about educational change that continues to this day. The report was
clear and concise:
the educational foundations of our society are presently
being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that
threatens our very future as a Nation and as a people.
What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to
occur - others are matching and surpassing our
educational attainments (National Commission on
Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 5).

21

This report fueled the fires of those who promoted a strong academic purpose to
maintain our competitive edge.
Cited in the testimony before the Commission were alarming statistics about
adult and teenage illiteracy, and plummeting test scores on the Scholastic Aptitude
Tests, especially in science and mathematics. The fear expressed in the report was
that, without a good science and mathematics background, students would not have
the job skills necessary to survive in an increasingly competitive global market driven
by technology.
The Commission’s recommendations were in direct response to these issues.
High schools’ curricula content requirements needed strengthening, and higher
expectations for students’ academic performance were necessary. Colleges and
universities were encouraged to raise their admission standards as motivation for
schools to make the necessary curriculum changes, so students would work toward
those standards. The Commission recommended longer school days and school
years, plus more efficient use of time during the day. Higher standards for teachers
and for teacher education programs were also necessary, along with commensurate
raises in salaries for teachers. Merit pay, lengthening contracts, and compensation for
teachers’ curriculum and professional development were also suggested. Principals
and superintendents were asked to be key players in support of the goals of the report.
Local, state, and federal governments were asked to share the fiscal responsibility
necessary to make these goals a reality.
As political forces since 1983 have come to the forefront in shaping
education’s goals and suggesting a need for changes, the discussion of what purposes

22

public schools should serve has revived itself in earnest. While wrestling with these
questions, the two camps that emerged in the 1970’s agree on the broad agenda of
academic and social goals of schooling. However, when it comes to the details of the
vision for schools, the dividing line is drawn between those with goals driven by
economic success in a competitive global environment, and those who see schools
addressing educational processes: “promoting literacy, critical thinking, and cultural
enlightenment” (Darling-Hammond, 1997, p. 35).
Education has been on the agenda of every president since the Cold War
began, receiving special attention from former President Bush and President Clinton.
Landmark legislative decisions in both administrations addressed the economic goals
of schools. Proposals have been made for national standards and testing in order to
maintain America’s competitive edge in the global market. These are the cornerstone
of Bush’s America 2000 goals and are also seen in Clinton’s subsequent Goals 2000.
Technological skills to prepare future employees for jobs in a global economy are
also a key component of proposed national standards. Both presidents emphasized
literacy in the early grades and high standards for achievement in mathematics and
science by high school students as significant milestones on the road to economic
superiority. What do these goals say about the purpose of schooling?
The narrow focus of this agenda, goals measured by achievement on
standardized tests, suggests that public schools exist for the purpose of continuing the
clear economic growth in the United States of the past few years. Schools do not
function as an end in and of themselves in this view. Rather, they are a means to an
end: economic superiority in the global marketplace. Education, defined broadly, is
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not a pursuit of American schools. Training future members of the work force in the
name of economic competition reduces schools to the means to an end. The
economic demands of our society become the driving force and the vision for public
schooling.
This history of societal changes and their impact on schooling have set the
stage for the current debates about education reform and restructuring initiatives.
Figure 2 shows that history in a timeline.
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Figure 2. Societal Impact on Educational Change in the Twentieth Century

Meeting Societal Demands in an Educational Context
Goodlad (1994) suggests something quite different. “My central proposition
is: The school, as the institution charged exclusively with education, should take on
only those social purposes that can be converted easily and naturally into educational
goals and activities'" (p. 103, emphasis in original). While his idealism for schools as
purely houses of education is clear in this work, he also recognizes that society will
always be present in setting goals for schools.

24

Linda Dariing-Hammond (1997) agrees with Goodlad’s view of meshing
educational function with societal demands. She also states that outside forces can be
shaped in schools so that “children can learn to understand concepts as well as facts,
in classrooms where they link and apply ideas to produce their own work, and learn to
cooperate with diverse peers” (p. 331). This represents a change in thinking from the
restructuring of the early twentieth century, where students were separated by the use
of IQ tests to determine who would receive training for managerial work and who
would receive training in preparation for production work in factories. This hidden
agenda discriminated against minorities, especially new immigrants who did not
speak English well, if at all.
While discrimination still exists in our society and schools, a shift in thinking
is a driving force behind expansion of the purposes of schooling. “The assumption
here is that all children can leam. The need is for teaching strategies and school
organizations that make that possible” (Dariing-Hammond, 1997, p. 331). The notion
that all students can and should be expected to achieve the standards of a high-quality
curriculum and high-quality instruction has woven itself into the fabric of purposeful
schooling. How can schools meet these goals in an increasingly diverse society?
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Schools As an Extension of Community

Ernest Boyer, in his final work. The Basic School (1995), proposed that
schools attend to societal functions as an extension of the community, in addition to
setting high academic standards. He summarized the debate on the purpose of
schooling: “WTe were troubled, too, by the confusion over what schools should teach
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and how students should be assessed, issues that go to the very heart of quality
education” (p. 7).
Boyer’s vision for elementary schools has four components:
(1) “The school as community” where everyone shares
a common vision, (2) “a curriculum of coherence” with
literacy as a main focus, supported by a core body of
knowledge that all students learn through integrated
themes, (3) “a climate for learning” supported by
organizational patterns of grouping for instruction, use
of time for that instruction with appropriate tools and
technology to deliver it, and (4) “a commitment to
character” where ethics and morals receive a deliberate
focus in the classroom and an opportunity to be applied
through service to others (pp. 8-11).
Accessibility to quality education by all children through a “comprehensive approach
to school renewal” is necessary in order to achieve his vision (p. 7). Certainly the
view that the opportunity to achieve excellence must be given to all children is one
which has gained universal acceptance:
[M]any disagreements over school practice can be
traced to disagreements over whether the school is
primarily a public good or a private benefit. Is the
raison d’etre and major function of the school to
prepare the young to maintain and perpetuate intact our
society, government, economy? Or is the school an
institution whose major function is to enable the young
to realize their unique potential by developing their
individual interests and talents? This is a relevant
question for all institutions, and for public schools
surely the answer must be both (Elmore & Associates,
1990, p. 160, emphasis in original).
While there is divergence of opinion on what should change in schools, as
represented by the varied viewpoints on the purposes of schooling, there is agreement
that schools must change in fundamental ways for children to be able to lead
productive lives and desire to become life-long learners, while preparing to be
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responsible citizens in a democratic society. The changes, past and present,
encompass the many facets of schools: curriculum, instruction and assessment,
organizational patterns, and governance.

What Are the Targets of Change and How Are These Changes Implemented?
What have schools tried historically to change and what are they trying to
change today? How do they make these changes? Who is involved, and how are
their roles different from those in the past? The link between the what of change and
the how of change is unbreakable; therefore, these questions will be considered
together.
The reforms tried since 1983 have been described as waves. The first wave
was in direct response to A Nation at Risk. It focused on higher standards for
students and teachers, and lasted until 1987-88. The late 1980’s to early 1990’s
witness a shift in focus to shared governance. This second wave focused primarily on
the adults in local schools: principals, teachers, and parents. The logic of the second
wave was that by empowering the adults at the local site to make decisions for their
children restructuring would result. Centralized bureaucracies were not the best
places to make decisions. The third wave, begun in the early 1990’s, has retained
vestiges of the first two waves. However, the focus has shifted to emphasize the
student-teacher relationship and its impact on learning. The logic here is to ensure
that children are engaged in deep learning of complex material, not just coverage of
factual knowledge for the sake of passing a test (Lipsky, 1992). As we head toward
the millenium, there seems to be a fourth wave emerging. In this fourth wave,
standards for all students and accountability for students, teachers, and administrators
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have become the driving force of reform efforts. An in-depth discussion of these four
waves follows, showing how developments in one wave influenced the direction of
the next.

The First Wave: Effective Schools and Outcome-Based Education
The focus on high standards brought the Effective Schools Movement into
prominence. Lawrence Lezotte, Ronald Edmonds, and Albert Mamary were the three
key voices in promoting this approach to school reform. The Effective Schools
Movement began as a study of several school districts that demonstrated increases in
standardized test scores, especially those of poor and minority students. These
schools shared the following five characteristics:
(1) The principal’s leadership and attention to the
quality of instruction; (2) a pervasive and broadly
understood instructional focus; (3) an orderly, safe
climate conducive to teaching and learning; (4) teacher
behaviors that convey the expectation that all students
are expected to obtain at least minimum mastery; and
(5) the use of measures of pupil achievement as the
basis for program evaluation (Edmonds, 1982, p. 4).

Albert Mamary, then superintendent of the Johnson City Schools in Johnson
City, New York, gave a keynote address to the Vermont School Development
Institute in July 1990. Faced with the issues of high absenteeism, high dropout rate,
and overall low achievement in this urban center of shoe manufacturing, he
implemented the principles of the Effective Schools Movement to turn this school
system around. Mamary described the standards of achievement expected as
outcomes, and suggested that schools define outcomes for their students. Outcomes,
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as he defined them, were those things that students should know and be able to do.
His Outcomes-Driven Developmental Mastery Model (ODDM) resulted in increased
test scores, higher attendance rates, and reduced dropout rates (Mamary, personal
communication, 1990).
An important feature of the ODDM model is the clarity and specificity with
which outcomes are identified and defined. Furthermore, provisions are made to
achieve those goals. In this way, ODDM resembles mastery learning. Students are
expected to, and staff members convinced that they can, and will, master the goals set
forth in the outcomes. ODDM takes mastery learning a step toward teaching for
understanding. In mastery learning, teachers are the centers of the processes whereby
students achieve mastery of outcomes. Mamary’s vision is that students take control
over their own learning and are given ample opportunities to demonstrate that
mastery (Brandt, 1994; Evans & King, 1994).
Lezotte and Bancroft (1985) also promoted the idea of outcomes to be
mastered and measured. Once having gathered educators around the premise that
“the primary purpose of schools is teaching and learning, [they] assume that the basis
for assessing school effectiveness is in terms of student outcomes ” (p. 26, emphasis in

original). Schools needed to be accountable, and measurable outcomes are a way to
ensure accountability (Lezotte & Bancroft, 1985). The Outcomes-Based Education
(OBE) movement embraced this premise. Initially, the movement received broad
political support because of the promise of tangible results that would be measured by
schools. These results would, presumably, clearly answer the issues of standards and
assessments raised in A Nation at Risk.
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However, the term, outcomes, soon came under fire. Led by religious
conservatives, parents began to question the authority under which school districts
could determine those outcomes to be mastered. The most controversial of these
outcomes were ones targeting social skills and attitudes (McQuaide & Pliska, 1993;
Boyd, Lugg, et al, 1994; Dykman, 1994).
These social outcomes received swift and severe criticism by the religious
right. Promoting values, such as tolerance of others, was interpreted to mean
tolerance of homosexuals and lesbians. Even more insidious was the accusation that
the real purpose of governmental agencies was taking over the minds of the students
in some sort of move to take away parents’ control over their children’s education
(McQuaide & Pliska, 1993; Boyd, Lugg, et al., 1994; Dykman, 1994). The
proponents of OBE did not realize the magnitude of the backlash, and were ill
prepared to deal with it. As a result, lists of outcomes were whittled down to
eliminate outcomes that dealt with values and ethics (McQuaide & Pliska, 1993).
The concern over states’ rights to set educational goals led to another practice
promoted by both Mamary and Lezotte. Both believe that a school district’s
community should determine its outcomes and design the means to achieve and
measure them. Lezotte suggests specifically that teams should design plans for school
improvement. He suggests that teams consist of district and building administration,
teachers, and possibly others (school committee members, parents, community
members). These teams would be charged with looking at demographic trends and
their potential impacts on the schools, writing a mission statement, communication
both within and outside the system, planning curriculum, tying that curriculum to
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testing, providing staff development, and monitoring the plan (Lezotte, 1989; Brandt,
1994).
The first wave of reform was grounded in the study of the characteristics
found in effective schools. Two ideas that would become benchmarks of the next
waves of reform were found in those characteristics. Attention to mastery of some
defined standards, while failed as outcomes-based learning, would become the
cornerstone of third wave. However, the debate over who should set the standards led
to the idea that teams of those closest to the schools should be making these
decisions. This notion of teams working together laid the groundwork for the second
wave of reform, which began in the late 1980’s.

The Second Wave: Participatory Management
The focus of attention during the second wave shifted to the adults in the
equation. Borrowing from Lezotte’s proposal for teams engaged in planning, sitebased management with increased decision-making powers for teachers and parents,
and parental choice, was thought to be the means for reforming schools (Lipsky,
1992). The business community drove much of this wave, pushing schools to adopt
widely accepted management strategies such as Total Quality Management. Business
leaders saw greater parental and community participation as a way to foster
competition between schools and jump-start a seemingly reticent school community.
Site-based management, site-based shared decision-making, and participatory
decision-making are all labels that describe the practice of changing traditional top-
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down decision-making processes to ones that involve administrators, teachers,
parents, and sometimes students to impact the life of an individual school.
Various participatory decision-making bodies are designed to address two
fundamental concerns. First is the view of school administration as bureaucracy. In
this view, teachers, parents, and students become nothing more than recipients of topdown management decisions. The premise is that educational change can happen
when decisions are made at the level closest to the child; namely, the individual
school. The hope is that teachers’ creative ideas will be unleashed if given the
opportunity (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991; Fullan, 1993; Joyce, Wolf, & Calhoun,
1993; Evans, 1996; Sarason, 1996).
Sarason (1996) raises the second concern as the question of who owns the
schools. In essence, the composition of the decision-making body is the response to
this question. Should only the professionals (teachers and administrators) comprise
this body, or are there places for parents’ and students’ voices? Sarason believes that
“[t]he rationale that justifies involving teachers in the change process, beginning with
planning, is precisely the rationale that justifies the involvement of parents and other
community groups” (p. 294).
Participatory decision-making’s highest ideal was to enhance classroom
practice by enhancing the work lives of teachers. Coupled with formal and informal
collegial practices of dialogue about teaching and learning, a culture of reflection and
renewal would trickle down into the classroom (Evans, 1996). However, some
proponents clearly saw this as the means for parents and community members to gain
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power and influence over happenings in the school (Marburger, 1985, in Elmore &
Associates, 1990).
The complexities of participatory management models require more of their
participants than most of them anticipated. The shift of power from management to
school site requires changes in roles for principals, teachers, and parents. Learning to
sift through these changing roles has been the main activity of many site-based
councils, to the neglect of issues concerning teaching and learning. Making decisions
also carries with it responsibility for those decisions, a hard fact that those not
previously empowered to decide have not fully understood Fullan & Stiegelbauer,
1991; Fullan, 1993; Joyce, Wolf, & Calhoun, 1993; Evans, 1996; Sarason, 1996). The
focus of these councils ideally is to have power over decisions as to budget,
curriculum, and personnel (Elmore & Associates, 1990). In practice, school councils
across the country vary widely in their scope of power and influence. This is due
mostly to state mandates and/or local policy. What they all require, however, is a
shift in roles for principals, teachers, parents, and other community members.
Principals find themselves caught in the middle, balancing central office
mandates and concerns with the wishes and desires of teachers and parents. Teachers
come to the table with their own perceptions based on often-myopic views of the
school. Teaching is an isolating profession, particularly at the elementary level.
Therefore, it is very difficult for individual teachers to see the big picture of the total
school. As a result, a major change in their roles under site-based management is
their need to learn to listen to the voices of their colleagues and others who participate
in the decision-making process (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991).

33

For parents, the struggle is to leave advocacy for their individual children to
another conversation and to focus on the greater good of the school. That, coupled
with already-full family and work schedules, makes their role much more complex
than many care to deal with. For community members participating on these
councils, there is a need to understand the complexities of schools and the constraints
under which they must work.
As a result of the time and attention that need to be paid to fostering good
working relationships between the adults, hoped-for changes in classrooms have not
been realized (Fullan, 1993, Sarason, 1996). Why these hopes have not been realized
will be explored in this chapter when expectations, both anticipated and realized, are
discussed.

The Third Wave: Focus on the Classroom
As we have moved through the 1990’s, a third wave of reform has taken hold
of public schools. While vestiges of high standards and changing roles for teachers,
administrators, parents, and community members have persisted, this time it is the
students who have become the focus. The charge before schools is to find ways to
actively engage children in the process of learning (Lipsky, 1992). As evidenced by
the current dialogue among politicians and scholars, critical thinking and cooperative
learning in the context of integrated curriculum have replaced isolated skills
instruction as the high standards that all students are to reach. Interestingly enough,
these ideas had their debut in John Dewey’s work (1963). Experience and Education,
originally written in 1938, stresses the importance of student interaction with subject
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matter in the context of their own experiences as a cornerstone to the function of
schooling in a democratic society. Clearly, the need for critical thinking and
cooperative learning is not new. However, these ideas have resurfaced as necessary
to the development of productive citizens in the American democracy.
As it did in Dewey’s time, the question has emerged as to how we achieve the
goal of active engagement by students in their learning. Two areas currently receive
attention as targets of change. Some believe that we should focus our efforts on issues
at the heart of student-teacher interaction: curriculum, and instructional and
assessment practices. Others feel that the organizational constructs of schooling:
grouping students for instruction, physical organization of individual classrooms
(including furniture, materials, provisions for technology), and time (length of the
school year, school day, and individual blocks of time within the school day) must be
changed, where they constrain teachers from providing the instruction necessary to
develop broad understanding of the curriculum. Much of the research agrees that
these areas are interdependent (Elmore, 1990; Conley, 1993; Lieberman, 1995; Tyack
& Cuban, 1995).
The current thinking is that the heart of education - the interaction of teachers
and students in the classroom - should be the focus of reform and restructuring
efforts. There are several pieces to this puzzle. The debate on how to assemble them
to complete the big picture of restructuring is currently underway. No matter what
the approach, the hope is ultimately to see schools radically different and bettered in
mode of operation, delivery of instruction, and achievement of students.
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These pieces are intertwined in complex ways. David Conley (1993) describes
twelve “dimensions” of education, categorized in three sets of “variables,” which are
targets of most reform efforts. Two of his variable sets relate directly to the work
inside the school environment: central variables - learner outcomes, curriculum,
instruction, and assessment, and enabling variables - learning environment, schoolcommunity relations, and time.
Elmore and Associates (1990) view the above-mentioned descriptors as
inextricably linked in a “core technology” of schools (p. 12). Scientific knowledge
should guide the teaching and learning process:
Teaching and learning entail certain predictable
technologies - types of adult-student interaction,
definitions of subject matter, grouping practices, ways
of organizing time, and so forth - which can be defined,
translated into practice, and deployed in a variety of
ways to achieve certain types of results for certain types
of students in certain types of settings (Elmore &
Associates, 1990, p. 12).
Conley (1993) refers to the issues of organization and governance as
supporting variables. “These variables include governance, teacher leadership,
personnel structures, and working relationships” (p. 110, emphasis in original). This
variable set concerns issues outside of the teacher-learner interaction within the
classroom. School choice is considered a part of these variables.
Seen through the eyes of Conley and Elmore, reform efforts in these areas can
be likened to the scientific method, investigating cause and effect. The desired effect
is teaching and learning practices that produce students who are thinkers and
problem-solvers, not just regurgitators of facts. The difference of opinion lies in
which theory will cause students to move forward into deep understandings. Our
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schools are becoming laboratories where testing largely occurs in one of two ways.
One focus is on the central variables: through policy and professional development shifting teachers’ thinking about teaching and learning - changing classroom practice
to produce the kinds of students our increasingly complex society demands.
The second theory currently being tested is one where the enabling variables namely, the structure of the organization - are the focus. The thinking behind this
theory is that changing structures - the grouping of students and teachers, the use of
time, enabling teachers to collaborate together - will in turn cause teachers to change
their practice to produce the desired results. Each of these approaches is discussed in
detail.

Changing the Central Variables:
Learner Outcomes, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment
Those who focus on teachers and practice in elementary schools have come up
with a myriad of terms to describe a variety of practices which seem to fit under one
large umbrella: constructivism, teaching for understanding, authentic learning, handson learning, and cooperative learning. The umbrella of agreement among these terms
is that learning must be real, not contrived, and students must be able to engage with
the teacher and with their peers through the use of hands-on materials, not simply
textbooks and worksheets, as they try to make sense of the world around them.
Constructivism, which came out of the work of Jean Piaget (Charles, 1974;
Brooks & Brooks, 1993; Duckworth, 1996) among others, has come to the forefront
of the discussion on appropriate practice for elementary schools. Eleanor Duckworth,
a student of Piaget, summarizes him well: “The lesson we can take from The Origins
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of Intelligence is that knowledge is always based on other knowledge - a refinement
and a reintegration of the knowledge one already has” (Duckworth, 1996, p. 42).
Simply stated, “we construct our own understandings of the world in which we live.
...Each of us makes sense of our world by synthesizing new experiences into what we
have previously come to understand” (Brooks & Brooks, 1993, p.4).
Piaget and other researchers of cognitive development in children have come
to similar understandings of the correlation between developmental ages and
cognitive function. Children move through various developmental stages
sequentially, though not always at the same chronological ages (Charles, 1974). A
child’s move from one stage to the next is an internal one that happens because s/he
experiences conflict within him or herself when perceptions and reality are not equal
(Brooks & Brooks, 1993, p. 26). It is this internal disequilibrium that causes children
to move into higher cognitive function.
On the one hand, as cited earlier, constructivism is the essence of pure
education that Goodlad, Dewey, and Darling-Hammond promote. Behaviorist
theories of rote memorization and testing, prevalent in the 1970’s and early 1980’s,
rely on extrinsic motivation to get children to learn. From this perspective, testing is
the major motivation to learn the material. Coverage is key, student interest is second
to coverage in importance.
Brooks and Brooks (1993) provide a clear summary: “The power and
sanctity of the curriculum and the subordination of students own emerging concepts
are profound concerns” (p. 7). Constructivism addresses those concerns while
promoting intrinsic motivation. Students whose voices are valued and who are
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allowed the opportunity to pursue topics of interest to them have their own curiosity
ignited. Empowered students are self-motivated students. This position has been
interpreted quite literally by some, where the teacher engages in minimal intervention
in the classroom, allowing students to find their way through broadly constructed
frames of study on the journey to make meaning. The teacher’s role shifts to
providing a social framework for this kind of study. A great deal of time is spent on
the culture of the classroom. Fostering mutual respect between students and teachers
is a major goal from this perspective (Oldfather & Dahl, 1994; Duckworth, 1996).
Elmore, Peterson, and McCarthey (1996) studied three elementary schools in
the midst of significant restructuring efforts. In the case of Webster Elementary
School, a variety of initiatives were underway to create a school where children could
operate in a more constructivist setting. Julie Brandt, one of the teachers who took
part in the study, demonstrated a constructivist viewpoint where “knowledge [is]
more fluid, less codified, and more located in students’ understanding than in the
materials and activities of the curriculum” (p. 109).
Several teachers in the case study of the Northeastern Elementary School
faced some difficulty when trying to organize their classrooms in ways that allowed
for students to engage in more meaningful learning experiences built on their own
perceptions and interests. When and how should teachers intervene in this process?
The teachers found themselves conflicted about bringing their own knowledge and
experience to bear on the children without precluding them from genuine inquiry.
This conflict has been described as “the constructivist dilemma” (Elmore, Peterson, &
McCarthey, 1996).
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Lev Vygotsky, also a developmental cognitive theorist and researcher, agrees
in part with Piaget. He writes of a relationship between cognitive development and
learning; however, he disagrees with Piaget that development is the precursor to
learning. For Vygotsky, learning and development are interconnected, therefore
development is not necessarily the precursor to learning (Vygotsky, 1978).
Vygotsky validates the empirical evidence of Piaget and others, which
suggests that learning experiences must be matched to a child’s cognitive
developmental level. He takes the notion of developmental levels a step further in
conceptualizing the zone of proximal development. This concept recognizes two
levels of development for a child, the one at which s/he functions independently and
the one at which he or she is capable of working with assistance. “It is the distance
between the actual developmental level, as determined by independent problem
solving, and the level of potential development as determined through problem
solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 86). Clearly, the influence of social interaction on development is another
area in which Piaget and Vygotsky agree. However, Vygotsky sees social interaction
in learning as influencing development, as much as development influencing learning
through social interaction. Piaget’s work does not make this connection between the
two domains. Vygotsky’s work provides a response to the constructivist dilemma
faced by teachers implementing developmentally appropriate practice.
The implications for instruction stemming from Vygotsky’s research, coupled
with more recent knowledge gained from psychological research, have brought forth
a “neo-Vygotskian understanding” (Gallimore & Tharp, in Moll, 1992, p. 175) of the
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teaching and learning process. Gallimore and Tharp (in Moll, 1992) describe this
theory of teaching as assisted performance. Teachers using this model encourage
children to share their perceptions of a topic of study and to act on them in their
search for new understandings about that topic. It is clear that not all children are
able to connect new knowledge to existing understandings without some help; in
other words, working in the zone of proximal development.
“Psychology of this century has focused on six means of assisting
performance: modeling, contingency, managing, feeding back, instructing,
questioning, and cognitive structuring” (Gallimore & Tharp, in Moll, 1992, p. 177).

Vygotsky’s work focused on linguistic approaches to working in the proximal zone as
the primary way of moving children into new ways of understanding. However, as
Gallimore and Tharp’s list above suggests, there are non-linguistic ways of assisting
students’ performances beyond their actual developmental levels.
The constructivist dilemma and the influence of Vygotsky’s research have
spawned other labels - “teaching for understanding” and “authentic
leaming/achievement” - to indicate a more balanced approach to student-centered
learning. In these models, teaching through assisting performance is encouraged.
Both teaching for understanding and authentic achievement are efforts to
move instruction away from only transmitting base knowledge and facts, to
encouraging in-depth understanding of academic content. Teachers provide support,
honoring the students’ voices in the learning process. They are grounded in
performance standards that require students to engage in deep inquiry around
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academic content as well as to acquire factual knowledge (Cohen, McLaughlin, &
Talbert, 1993; Newmann & Associates, 1996).
Newmann and Associates (1996) define authentic achievement and pedagogy
as learning that is “real, genuine.” “[I]t depends on three main criteria: construction
of knowledge, disciplined inquiry, and value of learning beyond school” (p. 22).
Cohen, McLaughlin, and Talbert (1993) describe classrooms where teaching for
understanding is the norm:
Classrooms where teachers and students develop
knowledge collaboratively, where “facts” are
challenged continually in discourse, and where teachers
as well as their students engage in learning and inquiry,
depart from orthodox pedagogy where teachers are in
control and students are receivers of knowledge (p. xi).

Linda-Darling Hammond (1997) notes that teaching for understanding, while not
widely implemented in the United States, “provides students with opportunities to test
and apply their ideas, to look at concepts from many points of view, and to develop
proficient performance” (p. 96). However, psychological and learning theories are
not the only influences on reform of central variables. The politics of economic
superiority in a global economy still plays a key role in shaping the reform agenda in
the context of the central variables of schooling.

Equal Access to High-Quality Education Through Standards
Aiming to thwart the thrust toward more open-ended approaches is the
movement to standardize curriculum and assessment. The federal government and a
number of states are advocating a move toward common standards in curriculum and
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assessment. The Bush administration’s early attempts at establishing national
standards for curriculum and assessment were seen as quite radical for the Republican
party, which clings fiercely to states’ rights of control over education (Ravitch, 1995).
National councils were set up to establish goals within Bush’s broad education goals
for the year 2000:
1. All children in America will start school ready to learn.
2. The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90
percent.
3. American students will leave grades four, eight and twelve
having demonstrated competency in challenging subject
matter including English, mathematics, science, history,
and geography; and every school in America will ensure
that ail students learn to use their minds well, so they may
be prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning,
and productive employment in the modem economy.
4. U.S. students will be first in the world in science and
mathematics achievement.
5. Every adult American will be literate and possess the
knowledge and skills necessary to compete in a global
economy and exercise the rights and responsibilities of
citizenship.
6. Every school in America will be free of drugs and violence
and will offer a safe, disciplined environment, conducive to
learning (National Education Goals Panel, in Ravitch,
1995).

The America 2000 legislation established a National Council on Education
Standards and Testing. This panel identified three areas where standards would be
established: content of the curriculum, student performance and achievement, and
delivery of the first two by individual schools, called “opportunity-to-leam standards”
(Ravitch, 1995, pp. 4-5).
The Clinton administration and Republican-controlled Congress refined the
legislation in the passage of a new law, titled The Goals 2000: Educate America Act.
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This law was written around four fundamental principles: clear and challenging
academic standards for all students; federal, state, and local policies to support
teaching and learning; local flexibility and responsibility; and accountability and
improvement. Interestingly enough, the language of the standards was toned down
quite a bit, reflecting both the Republicans’ beliefs that the states should control these
standards, and the outcry of those who had earlier opposed outcomes-based education
regarding the content of national standards and what that might mean for their
children (Smith, in Ravitch, 1995).
Key to both the Bush and Clinton goals is the notion of equity. The thinking
that guided both laws was that “all children can learn to higher levels than we have
previously thought possible” (Smith, in Ravitch, 1995, p. 10, emphasis in original).
The Clinton administration was especially impressed with the work of the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics’ (NCTM) standards, which were published in
1989. While states have been encouraged to develop their own content and
performance standards, other professional groups have been encouraged and
supported in their efforts to bring their collective content expertise together to publish
documents similar to the NCTM standards.
Some of the Goals 2000 initiatives seem contradictory to constructivist and
teaching for understanding principles. Each of these viewpoints has a strong thrust
towards integration of content knowledge based on the understanding that the world
is not segmented into bits of reading, mathematics, science, and social studies.
Authentic learning experiences integrate content knowledge from a variety of
disciplines, as does life itself. Smith (in Ravitch, 1995) raises that very issue: “What,
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for example, are the characteristics of high-quality and effective content and
performance standards?” (p. 25).
Boyer (1995) offers an interesting alternative to content standards. His
proposed Basic School model begins with standards for literacy first. His
“curriculum with coherence” is embodied in eight “Core Commonalities” of human
experience that should bind content together.
There is a common thread that ties all of the research and rhetoric to high
standards for teaching, learning, and assessment. While education in the
industrialized society of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century could justify
providing different kinds of education to different kinds of learners, the demands of
new technologies and changing work force needs as we enter the twenty-first century
have changed the idea of schooling. Now, all students must have equal access to a
high-quality education. Schools must do two things they have not done in the past:
To teach for understanding. That is to teach all
students, not just a few, to understand ideas deeply and
perform proficiently.
To teach for diversity. That is, to teach in ways that
help different kinds of learners find productive paths to
knowledge as they also learn to live constructively
together (Darling-Hammond, 1997, p. 5, emphasis in
original).

Assessment: Accountability and Authenticity
Of course, the implications for teaching from a constructivist or teaching for
understanding view are that assessment practices must change to match the kinds of
teaching and learning these practices produce. The first issues to be addressed are the
purposes for assessment. These issues fall under two categories: political and
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educational. On the political side, assessment serves as accountability. “Children go
to school month after month and everyone involved, including those who fund public
education, has a legitimate right to know what learning has occurred” (Boyer, 1995,
p. 103). Educationally, assessment addresses other goals: impact on a student’s
future education, giving good information to the student and his or her parents and
teachers about the learning that is taking place, and, most recently defined in the
literature, as a tool for learning (Mitchell, 1992).
National standardized tests, multiple choice tests, and norm-referenced tests
have been a tradition of the American public school system since the advent of graded
classrooms and standardized curricula at the turn of the century. They are both the
comfort and the bane of our existence. They quickly quantify surface knowledge and
give us a number on which we can claim success or decry failure. Caine and Caine
(1994,1997) support their limited use as a quick check of surface knowledge.
However, their use is limited and limiting. Darling-Hammond (1995) cites the work
of the National Research Council in 1982, which concluded that both multiple-choice
and norm-referenced tests “exclude a great many kinds of knowledge and types of
performance we expect from students, placing test takers in a passive, reactive role,
rather than one which engages their capacities to structure tasks, produce ideas, and
solve problems” (p. 5).
The use of authentic assessment tools is key in determining the extent of
dynamic knowledge in an authentic curriculum (Boyer, 1995; Caine & Caine, 1994,
1997; Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Falk, 1995; Educators in Connecticut’s
Pomperaug Regional School District 15,1996). Authentic assessment tools include
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the use of portfolios, teacher observations, exhibitions, and displays of student work
(Tiemey, Carter, & Desai, 1991; Bird, Goodman, & Goodman, 1994; Caine & Caine,
1994, 1997; Boyer, 1995; Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Falk, 1995; Educators in
Connecticut’s Pomperaug Regional School District 15,1996;). These tools do not
measure results in numbers leading to letter grades or peer-group comparisons; rather,
they give more explicit detail in the quest to answer two questions: “Do you know it
[referring to content knowledge], and can you use it? [referring to process issues in
multiple contexts]” (Educators in Connecticut’s Pomperaug Regional School District
15, 1996, p. 6). These questions manifest themselves in goals and expectations for
learning. Once these goals and expectations are established, measurement of them
through authentic assessment means occurs by establishing standards and
benchmarks. These standards and benchmarks define the criteria to be measured and
the levels of achievement often expressed on matrices called scoring rubrics (Boyer,
1995; Educators in Connecticut’s Pomperaug Regional School District 15, 1996).
Students collect their work in portfolios; teachers make anecdotal, narrative,
or task-oriented observations of student performance; students demonstrate or exhibit
a project that is self-generated; students engage in self-assessment and reflection; and
parents or whole families participate in conferencing. These activities are ones that
can be observed in classrooms that practice and assess technical and dynamic
knowledge. The goals, standards, and benchmarks in any of these activities are the
essence of what real writers, real literary critics, real scientists, and real researchers
do in their worlds of work. The word “authentic” in authentic assessments is quite
literal in this regard (Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Falk, 1995).
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Authentic assessment presents two hurdles to be overcome. First is parent and
community education. Tyack and Cuban (1995) refer to familiar school practices as
“the grammar of schooling.” Many parents are familiar with percentages and letter
grades. These practices have meaning in their familiarity, but not in their essence.
After all, what is an “A” grade? What does a 75% on a test really mean? Therefore,
parents and community members must be assured that those standards and
benchmarks are clearly identified and objective in nature.
The second hurdle is time. Authentic assessment is very time-consuming.
Teachers engaging in these practices spend far more time on assessment because it is
individual in nature. One does not administer a portfolio as a half-hour group activity
as s/he might a spelling test. When one views assessment as a tool for learning, then
assessment and the time it takes are important to informing practice (Tierney, Carter,
& Desai, 1991). In the end, a student and those concerned with his or her growth as a
learner get a long view of progress over time in a variety of formats which will
inform both student and teacher about how best to make meaning in learning and in
life.
Although the ideas presented here are complex, the approach seems logical.
Central variables represent the essence of learning. The premise is that improving
classroom practice will result in improving schools overall. However, classroom
practice seems to be the most difficult area to change. Why?
Fullan and Stiegelbauer (1991) raise a key issue of a teacher’s identity with
his or her profession. When one has many years of experience operating in certain
ways, it is often difficult to hear that those ways must change. What is heard instead
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is that the person has been wrong all these many years of standing in front of the
classroom. When under the threat of change and feeling not valued for that change,
the phenomenon of downshifting occurs (Caine & Caine, 1994). “When we
downshift, we revert to the tried and true — and follow old beliefs and behaviors
regardless of what information the road-signs provide” (Caine & Caine, 1994, p. 70).
Other school cultural issues: individuality, resistance, a particular mindset with regard
to the traditional view of schools and schooling, and lack of supports for these
changes - particularly funding for needed materials and meaningful, yet practical,
professional development - have further exacerbated changes in classroom practice
(Evans, 1996, Sarason, 1996, Darling-Hammond, 1997). These issues are discussed
in greater detail in the results section of this chapter. If one cannot achieve reform by
changing the central variables, the question asked next is, how else might the
interaction of teachers and students be influenced, causing desired changes in
classroom practice?

Changing the Enabling Variables:
Learning Environment, Time, and School-Community Relations
Some of the difficulties inherent in addressing the central variables mentioned
above have caused many reformers to try changing practice through the enabling
variables. Reorganizing groups of students and teachers for instruction, redesigning
classrooms, adding materials conducive to teaching from a more constructivist
perspective, and focusing on increased time for learning, are all enabling variables
that elementary schools manipulate in an effort to promote change in practice. The
premise is that changes in structures will force changes in practice.
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Elementary schools organize teachers and children around at least one of three
patterns: traditional graded classrooms determined by an arbitrary age set by local or
state authorities, looping or persistence grouping, and multi-age or non-graded
classrooms. The most familiar schooling pattern to American society is the graded
classroom, with roots in the second-order change and restructuring of public schools
that occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. States or, in some
cases like Massachusetts, local school boards set an entry age into public school. A
child must be five years of age by a certain date in order to attend Kindergarten. The
reasons for this change, as stated earlier, were the consolidation of rural school
districts into larger ones, and rapidly growing urban school districts. Graded
classrooms and texts were ways to help ill-prepared teachers and large schools deal
with vast numbers of children (Tyack, 1974).
The flaw in this organizational pattern is the assumption that every child
within a certain chronological age range is basically the same. The reality, however,
is that in graded classrooms, one finds a wide range of development and prior
experience. These two factors impact on the amount of time it may take an individual
child to master the curriculum set before him or her (Anderson & Pavan, 1993).
The responses to these difficulties were further sorting of children into smaller
groups by ability. These groups were usually inflexible. Once a child was placed in a
homogeneous skill group, that placement was permanent unless a dramatic change in
the child’s achievement made necessary a move one way or the other. Anderson and
Pavan (1993) cite much of the research that speaks to both positive and negative
aspects of ability grouping. Differences in achievement of groups of students
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homogeneously or heterogeneously grouped are negligible in most cases. DarlingHammond (1997) cites research studies that show this practice discriminates against
minorities. Children of color and limited-English-proficiency students frequently are
found in the low tracks. Furthermore, she states that teachers are often tracked.
Those deemed more capable teach the top tracks while those deemed less capable or
less experienced are teaching lower-end students who could better profit from greater
pedagogical skill and experience. This practice further exacerbates the inequalities
that exist in schools.
Elmore, Peterson, and McCarthey (1996) summarize the same research
regarding academic achievement with the same conclusions. However, their
speculation on the reasons for this phenomenon, which surprises many advocates of
heterogeneous grouping as a means to increase equity, is interesting to note. One
possibility they propose is that groups may be a bit more flexible with regard to
curriculum experiences than some of the studies suggest. The second possibility is
more telling: “teachers may pursue certain standardized teaching practices regardless
of what grouping structure they are working in, and the effect of these practices on
student learning may be stronger than the effect of the structures” (pp. 10-11). This
suggests that the logic of changing enabling variables as a means to changing the
central variables is flawed.
Graded classrooms are still the norm for the majority of elementary schools in
the United States today. Although they are likely to be mostly heterogeneously
grouped by age, there are often possibilities for useful innovation within that
grouping. Boyer (1995) suggests several flexible grouping strategies that can be used

51

within the context of a graded school organization: homeroom groups, mixed-age
groups (cross-grade groups gathering for work on curriculum projects), focused
groups (flexible groups gathering for intensive work by skill or interest), individual
groups (independent inquiry work), and all-school groups (gatherings to share
projects or music, used to celebrate work and build community).
Homeroom groups are heterogeneous by grade and can be kept together with
the same teacher for more than one year. The Waldorf Schools, an international
organization of independent schools, have students stay together for eight years with
a main teacher (Leichter, 1980; Reinsmith, 1989; Barnes, 1991; Boyer, 1995). This
practice is known as looping, persistence grouping, or multiyear grouping.
Looping is a fairly simple grouping procedure that can be implemented fairly
quickly and at little or no cost to a school system. In this pattern of grouping teachers
and children, a teacher will be “promoted” with his or her class intact to the next
grade. Sometimes the loop continues for a third year. Two or three teachers partner
and agree to move to lower grade levels in order to accommodate the one moving
forward with his or her group. They, in turn, pick up a new class of students to loop
with them as the first teacher completes his or her loop and returns to a starting
position (Grant, Johnson, & Richardson, 1996). Figure 3 illustrates a two-year
looping pattern.
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Figure 3. Two-Year Looping Pattern

Looping is a prevalent practice in many countries, including Germany and
Japan (Wynne & Walberg, 1994). In many foreign countries, a great value is placed
on long-term relationships in schools as an extension of the family model. American
education’s emphasis on long-term relationships as a positive force for learning is a
recent one, only gaining popularity within the past ten to fifteen years.
Looping, in and of itself, does not require changes in classroom practice. It
can be implemented purely as a grouping pattern, while maintaining an identical
curriculum and pedagogy with any one-year class. For this reason, it usually does not
bring with it an implementation cost. Teachers have to get to know another grade
level curriculum, which often happens by accident in school systems where
demographic shifts cause movement by teachers from one grade to another. These
same shifts also cause some “accidental” looping when a teacher moves up a grade
level to accommodate a population increase, and ends up with some students in his or
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her classroom for a second year. However, funds do not have to be dedicated to
teacher training or materials for instruction unless the design plan allows for it.
If a school and its teachers are interested in structures that may change
classroom practice, looping can certainly be a piece of that change. The long-term
relationships that develop, and the sense of comfort they provide for the children,
lend themselves to many of the principles of brain-based learning or constructivism.
Social construction of knowledge, by students who feel comfortable enough with
their peers and teacher, allows for the inquiry and risk-taking necessary for in-depth
learning (Zahorik & Dichanz, 1994).
There is little empirical evidence of academic gains from looping. Much of
the data is anecdotal from those who have experience with the model. Data
supporting the pattern are: the lack of apprehension about a new school year on the
part of students in the loop, and the extra time gained to meet learning and social
goals due to no need of transition time for teachers and children to get to know one
another the first few weeks of school (Leichter, 1980; Mazzuchi & Brooks, 1992;
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1995; Grant, Johnson, &
Richardson, 1996; National Association of Elementary School Principals, 1996). The
proponents of looping and multi age classrooms refer to the importance of long-term
relationships with the teacher as a key to success in learning. “We don’t change
doctors or dentists every year and for good reason. So why should we change
teachers?” (Grant, in Grant & Richardson, 1996, p. 7). What are lacking in the
research are data regarding achievement levels, and whether or not the assertion that
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long-term relationships between teachers and students yield positive results in that
area is true. This certainly is an area for further study.
With all the accolades looping has received, one has to wonder what the
downsides might be. The most important ones are (1) gaining the support of parents,
(2) what to do if the placement is not working for a particular child, and (3) ensuring
excellence of teaching over a two-year or longer period. First and foremost, parental
support is key to looping. Teachers work with parents for a two-year or longer period
and this relationship is a must for ensuring student success. It is important that
parents understand the concept and its benefits. Disseminating information and
holding forums for discussion are essential. Parents also need to be made aware of
differences, if any, which occur in teaching practice (Houle, personal communication,
1996).
Other major negative issues occur when a child is not working out in the class
or the parents are not willing partners. First of all, a class should be carefully formed
to avoid such issues. If an unanticipated problem crops up, the teacher should do
everything in his or her power to salvage the relationship, or at least to move it from
negative to neutral. This might even require using administration or counseling
personnel to mediate (Grant, Johnson, & Richardson, 1996). However, the nature of
human relations is such that there could be a personality clash between parents and
teacher or between teacher and child. In either case, it is wise to offer a way out at
the end of the first year (Houle, personal communication, 1996).
Another area of concern is a marginal teacher as a part of a looping program.
If the program is an alternative offered to parents and taught by volunteers, this issue
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is not often encountered, as weaker teachers tend not to volunteer for more
challenging positions (Grant, Johnson, & Richardson, 1996; National Association of
Elementary School Principals, 1996). Over time, the weaknesses of a marginal
teacher become more obvious than in a one-year assignment. If looping is a systemwide practice, this issue looms large. In this case, the responsibility for minimizing
the employment of weaker teachers in the system falls on the shoulders of the
principals. “[T]he principal has to be a better supervisor; and we have to be very
careful about whom we give tenure or professional status to” (Thibodeau, in Grant,
Johnson, & Richardson, 1996).
The third configuration for elementary school children is multi-age or
nongraded classrooms. In this model, students and teachers are grouped together for
a two-year or longer span. The difference between these classrooms and looping is
that the children are from a range of “grades” or ages. “They look like most classes
until you notice their heights, the longs and the shorts of them” (Rathbone, Bingham,
Dorta, McClaskey, & O’Keefe, 1993, p. 6).
Multiage classrooms have an interesting history. The one-room schoolhouses
of the American pre-industrial era were multiage in structure. This was not
necessarily by design or informed research; rather, a necessity in small, rural schools
(Goodlad & Anderson, 1987; Thomas & Shaw, 1992). This practice was largely
abandoned during the consolidation of small districts and growth of urban schools.
However, multiage configurations are beginning to become a part of the fabric
of restructuring efforts once again. Some of the main flaws of graded classrooms are
coming to light. First is the assumption that all children of a certain chronological
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age are of an identical mental age when, in reality, there is a great variance in the
mental ages or developmental stages of learners, particularly in the primary levels.
For example, first grade classrooms often have as many as four years’ difference in
“mental ages”, although the chronological age range is no greater than one year
(Goodlad & Anderson, 1987).
Remaining true to a graded structure requires a set of graded standards to
which students must be held accountable. When children do not achieve these oneyear standards, one of two consequences results. First is the compromise of the oneyear standards set for that grade level. The practical reality of the situation is much
more common than one might think. The second consequence is retention. Those
students who are not successful in mastering concepts in a graded classroom must
repeat that year, often to the detriment of the children’s self-esteem and not
necessarily to their advantage in achievement (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987; Wood,
1994).
In contrast, multiage classrooms are far more fluid and flexible in their
standards and practice. The continuity of the classroom lends itself to the
requirements of instructional changes necessary to make this configuration work.
Standards are established by the range of the ages in the classroom, and students have
the opportunity to take the time necessary to achieve these standards in a
constructivist environment (Anderson & Pavan, 1993; Rathbone, Bingham, Dorta,
McClaskey, & O’Keefe, 1993).
The structure of the environment is much like a family where siblings of
different ages are working side-by-side (Rathbone, Bingham, Dorta, McClaskey, &
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O’Keefe, 1993). In essence, learning becomes the work of the children, who view
each other as teachers and learners along with their teacher. The teacher facilitates,
pulls flexible groups together when necessary, and allows children to choose groups
with whom they will work on independent projects (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987;
Anderson & Pavan, 1993; Rathbone, Bingham, Dorta, McClaskey, & O’Keefe,
1993) . Key to making this structure work is the establishment of clear and consistent
routines that will allow children to be able to go about the business of learning
(Goodlad & Anderson, 1987; Thomas & Shaw, 1992; Anderson & Pavan, 1993;
Rathbone, Bingham, Dorta, McClaskey, & O’Keefe, 1993; Wood, 1994).
The issues of teaching multiage classes require more attention than do those of
graded or looping classes. Multiage groupings are purely structural in nature
(Goodlad & Anderson, 1987). However, they imply changes in classroom practice
from traditional didactic models to developmentally appropriate models (Wood,
1994) . Thomas and Shaw (1992) suggest four areas in which supports are necessary
to the success of this configuration: willingness of teacher to implement these
changes, appropriate materials in sufficient quantities to address developmentally
appropriate practice, the establishment of support networks for training and dialogue
among teachers, and financial support for pilot programs begun by small groups who
work with a variety of approaches to this structure.
Advantages of multiage classrooms are both social and academic. Children
learn to appreciate the uniqueness of one another. Graded structures often promote a
stratification that results in poor attitudes of one grade level toward another,
especially of older children toward younger ones (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987).
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Academically, Anderson and Pavan (1993) summarize sixty-four studies on
performance published between 1968 and 1990 demonstrating positive results: “58
percent of the studies have nongraded students performing better; 33 percent, the
same; and only 9 percent worse than graded students” (p. 53).
The issues for multiage classes are similar to those of looping classes. First of
all, parental support is key, and communication with and education of parents and
community members are essential in order to gamer that support. The issues of
personality clashes or other difficulties in the teacher-student relationship require an
option for moving to another classroom if necessary. Lastly, this arrangement is not
for the faint of heart. It requires deep technical expertise and the ability to manage a
wide range of developmental levels on a daily basis, so marginal teachers are even
more likely to encounter difficulties in multiage settings than when they participate in
looping arrangements.
Another enabling variable receiving attention in the literature is time for
learning. Slavin (1996) categorizes time in two ways: allocated time (length of
school day, school year, and scheduling for content and lessons) and engaged time
(amount of time-on-task for students). When using more constructivist approaches,
allocated time becomes a commodity in short supply. European and Japanese school
years, where multi-year patterns are commonplace, are longer. Germany provides a
concrete example of the use of the principles of teaching for understanding, coupled
with persistence grouping, which lend themselves to lengthening of the school year
(Wood, 1987; Zahorik & Dichanz, 1994). At the elementary level, allocated time
often centers on issues of multiage or looping configurations. As stated earlier, both
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organizational patterns are based on the benefits of multi-year relationships with
teachers and peers.
Allocated time for learning is a more controversial issue at the secondary
level. Many secondary schools have gone to long-block scheduling as a way to
provide teachers with opportunities to pursue more in-depth study with their students.
Some elementary schools are experimenting with block schedules as well.
Advocates for constructivist approaches to classroom practice cite increases in
engaged time for children as attributable to achieving the goals of in-depth learning.
Allocated time must become flexible in this model, particularly where flexible
grouping strategies are employed. In Charles Rathbone’s (1993) study of Vermont
multiage classrooms, he discovered this connection between allocated and engaged
time:
Time is a fluid quantity in multiage classes. The
teachers want time to be variable for two reasons: 1) if
the children are deeply engaged in their work, as they
were in Anne’s room during the still life painting, the
time period can blend into the next scheduled event;
and 2) if time is the variable, then learning becomes
more of a constant (Rathbone, Bingham, Dorta,
McClaskey, & O’Keefe, 1993, pp. 11-12).
The limitation to changing allocated time as an element of the school day is
whether or not it will lead to changes in engaged time for students. Elmore (1995)
discusses work he did with secondary administrators and teachers on the issue of
long-block scheduling. While the group knew that the longer blocks would lead to
greater student engagement, they found it difficult to articulate how that might occur.
“My favorite commentary on this problem is the teacher who was quoted as saying,
after his school changed from 45- to 90- minute periods, ‘Oh good, now I can show
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the whole movie’” (pp. 23-24). This comment also shows the flawed logic of
changing enabling variables to force change in the central variables. Practice and
structure are linked in many ways. Both must receive attention in restructuring
efforts.

Supporting Variables and School Choice
While the central and enabling variables are the major targets of change
initiatives in the third wave of reform, Conley (1993) reminds us that the focus on the
working relationships of adults from the second wave still is a strong component in
the third wave. Conley refers to organization and governance as supporting
variables. “These variables include governance, teacher leadership, personnel
structures, and working relationships” (p. 110, emphasis in original). Many of these
issues were discussed in the section on the second wave of reform (see pp. 30 -33)
and will not be repeated here. However, Conley includes school choice in his
discussion of governance issues. School choice has evolved in three forms: public
school choice, charter schools, and vouchers enabling choice of public or private
schools. In his view, each of these options represents a form of decentralized
decision-making. Conley views these options on a continuum of decentralized
decision-making models. The most restrictive of the models is within the context of a
public school site council. The least restrictive is the exercise of total choice through
vouchers. Figure 4 shows this continuum in detail.
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Most restrictive
^
Public school site-based
decision-making models

|

^

Public school
choices: intraor inter-district

Least restrictive

Charter Schools

Vouchers

Figure 4. Continuum of Decentralized Decision-Making Models

Choice has come to the forefront of the debate on education reform. This is
due, in part, to the tradition of education as the one aspect of our society in which
there is little or no choice afforded to its participants. Teachers may have initial
choice over where to work, although recent flooding of the market in certain areas
(suburban, wealthier districts) narrows that ability substantially. Once hired, teachers
may have no choice about grades, classes or school buildings in which to work.
Changing finances and demographics often result in administrative transfer of
teachers from one assignment to another with no choice on the part of the teacher
over that transfer.
Administrators often find their choices limited: by federal and state statute, by
local school board policy, and by union contracts. While administrators may be
perceived as those having power to choose what seems best for children, that power is
substantially constrained by laws, policies, contracts, and budgets.
Parents have even less choice, especially in suburban and rural school
districts. In some cases, they might have a say as to who their child s teacher will be
for the next year. In other cases, where site-based management is used, they may
have some say in the overall direction of the school. That say is often shaped by

62

bureaucratic structures, particularly in the budget area. The vision of empowerment,
part of the reason for developing site councils with parental participation, is usually
limited by many of the same issues that constrain administrators.
Those least apt to have choice are the children. In the traditional model of
schooling, children are assigned classes, assigned schedules, assigned homework, and
are expected to comply with these assignments. In fact, their very success as students
hinges on their ability to complete their assignments and pass standardized tests
developed by large corporations or state bureaucracies.
Results of recent Gallup Polls (Elam, 1995; Nathan, 1996) show that
Americans would like more choices in their child’s education. Attempts in the 1960’s
and early 1970’s at involving parents in shaping schools dissipated when the
innovations movement was abandoned for the back-to-basics movement. A revival of
more innovative approaches during the 1980’s, when site-based management was
introduced, spawned the recent debates concerning a more meaningful role for
parents and more choices for everyone.

Choice Options Defined
Public school choice began in the 1960’s and 1970’s as a result of the Civil
Rights movement, in response to the societal goals of schooling. Urban school
districts adopted intradistrict choice plans as a means to achieve racial balances
prescribed by desegregation litigation. Alternative schools were designed to provide
alternative programming to at-risk-students or gifted students, whose needs were not
being met through traditional approaches. Magnet schools, schools with a focus on a
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discipline such as the arts or science, were designed to provide high quality standards
in their focus areas to students of many different ethnic and racial backgrounds.
Extensions of these choice plans are known as open enrollment, where all families
may choose their schools within space-available parameters; or controlled choice,
where racial diversity representative of the larger community is often a factor in
admitting students to these schools (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Weiss in Fuller & Elmore,
1996). Some of these programs also became a part of the schools-within-schdols
approach (Seldin, 1978; Raywid, 1996), where large facilities were subdivided in an
effort to personalize instruction and create smaller communities for learning. The
schools-within-schools approaches allow parents an opportunity to make choices in
their neighborhood schools, rather than sending their children on buses to schools
farther away from home.
Another type of public choice is defined as interdistrict or statewide choice.
This choice plan allows parents to choose public schools outside of their local district.
Massachusetts and Minnesota are two prominent examples of states where this
legislation has been passed. If a child leaves his or her local school district to attend a
district of choice, usually local tax dollars (a predetermined per-pupil expenditure
figure) follow that child to the receiving school district (The Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching, 1992; Wells, 1993).
Charter schools are a type of quasi-public school choice. Charter schools are
public schools in that they operate using public funds. They are granted a charter, or
contract, by either a local or state agency, and must operate on the same per-pupil
expenditures as all other public schools. As in statewide choice, the money comes
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from the sending school district. These schools get their charter from the entity
designated by the state by stating their purpose and intended results for students. In
turn, many of the regulations required of public schools are waived on the condition
that the charter school is held accountable for student achievement and positive
results. Usually a charter is granted for a period of three to five years, after which
time the charter is renewed or revoked depending on the school’s performance
(Maughs-Pugh et al, 1995; Nathan, 1996; Weiss in Fuller & Elmore, 1996;
Massachusetts Department of Education, 1997). To date, thirty states have passed
enabling legislation for the establishment of charter schools (The Center for
Education Reform, 1997).
The most controversial choice plans are voucher plans, those that enable
families to choose private as well as public schools by way of a voucher. A family at
a public school, usually with no additional cost, may cash in the voucher equivalent to
an average per-pupil expenditure in the state in which it is issued. The voucher may
also be used at a private school, where the family supplements it in order to meet the
tuition cost. California’s Proposition 174 is landmark legislation allowing parents
free reign in choosing schools that would accept a state ‘scholarship’ given to every
student (Harmer, 1994). Most voucher plans limit families to nonsectarian private
schools. Some allow vouchers to be used in religiously affiliated private schools.
The latter of these two options raises questions about the constitutional separation of
church and state (The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1992;
Moe, 1995; Weiss in Fuller & Elmore, 1996).
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Conley’s (1993) continuum for decentralized decision-making in the context
of school choice is at the heart of the debate. Educators and, most especially, parents
discouraged by the constraints that do not allow their voices to be heard, may use
choice options as self-empowerment. As the choices lean away from established
public schools toward more privatized settings, there is greater power to influence the
kind of education a child receives.

Who Chooses?
Interestingly enough, as Wells (1993) notes, there is “an enormous amount of
parental choice that currently exists within public education, especially in large urban
school districts that are considered the most bureaucratic and least responsive to
students' needs” (p. 30). Early efforts at providing these choices were a direct result
of litigation and resulting legislation that gave voice to groups who were the
disenfranchised prior to the 1970’s: racial and ethnic minorities, those with
handicaps, and women (Wells, 1993). Why, then, is choice such a hot topic of
discussion?
While choices have been made available to parents over the past two decades
through various means, there is still strong opinion on the part of many parents that,
in general, public schools are not adequately serving the needs of America’s students.
Many urban choice options address the societal goals listed above. However, parents
are more interested in educational goals for their children. Recent data from Gallup
Polls show that, in general, Americans are not satisfied with the nation’s schools.
Yet, in contrast to that data, those respondents with children in public schools are
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satisfied with their own local schools (The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching, 1992; Elam, 1995).
Some of these findings correlate directly with the rhetoric that permeates
political arenas about how our schools are failing children. From local on up to
national levels, our politicians and press are full of stories about declining test scores
and declining schools. While some of these stories do have a foundation in fact, the
reality is that much of the information given by politicians and the press is without
substantial validation.
Berliner and Biddle (1995) cite flaws in the interpretation of SAT test score
data as a prime example. While test scores have declined overall, politicians and the
press fail to point out two simple points. First, the SAT was never designed to be an
indicator of school performance. Its intent is to help students and higher education
institutions determine the potential for academic success of candidates for colleges
and universities. Second, the number of students taking the tests and their reasons
have increased over the years. In recent administrations of the SAT, there have been
substantial increases in the number of students entering two-year community
colleges. These students tend not to rank as high in academic achievement as those
planning to enter four-year colleges and universities. Moreover, many students who
previously might not have gone on to higher education are doing so in order to
achieve economic success in an increasingly technological society.
Proponents of choice plans believe that a free market approach to schooling
will increase competition and thereby improve public schools. In this view, the
problem with public schools is that they are government-run institutions. The
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resulting bureaucratic structures, and controls set by state and federal governments,
do more to inhibit schools than to improve them. Public school choice plans,
controlled by a central bureaucracy, are not responsive enough to the needs and
desires of parents and children. Therefore, using a market-driven system, where
parents and students are considered consumers and small, local groups make choices
about the kinds of schools they would like, is the path to school improvement (Chubb
& Moe, 1990; Arons, 1997).
The present situation does not necessarily lend credence to these positions.
An example of this conflict is in the area of interdistrict choice. In its study of school
choice options. The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (1992)
discovered that fewer than two percent of the parents in any state exercised their right
to send their children outside of their own local school district to another public
school. They acknowledge that the data are influenced by interdistrict programs5
being relatively new, and space in receiving school districts limited.
The proponents of school choice make certain assumptions about why parents
might choose to send their children to another school, no matter what the plan. These
assumptions, and the realities of what parents actually do when presented with
choices, are important to examine.

Assumptions and Realities Regarding Parental Choice
Ogawa and Dutton (1994) examine the research on parental choice through
five assumptions:
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Assumption 1: When given the opportunity, parents will
make informed choices in selecting schools for their
children...
Assumption 2: Schools, acting as largely autonomous
units will respond to parents’ preferences...
Assumption 3: The major participants in the educational
enterprise - students, teachers, and parents - will be
more highly motivated.
Assumption 4: Parental choice will improve educational
outcomes...
Assumption 5: Parental choice will reduce the costs of
providing educational services (p. 276).
In their review of studies of voucher plans in California and Minnesota, they conclude
that parents’ decisions to choose or not were directly related to three factors: the
educational levels of the parents, their economic levels, and/or their dissatisfaction
with their children’s schools (Ogawa & Dutton, 1994, p. 282). The Carnegie
Foundation report on school choice (1992) anticipated this finding. In contrast to the
first assumption, not all parents make choices about schools based on what’s best
academically for their children.
The Carnegie Foundation report on school choice (1992) and Fuller and
Elmore (1996) also refute Ogawa and Dutton’s first assumption. The Carnegie
Foundation report cites research from Arizona, Iowa, and Minnesota that lists other
reasons for parental choices: “the new school’s proximity to home, work, or day care,
or other personal considerations” (p. 13). Fuller and Elmore report that inner-city
parents often do not choose to send their children away to a new school because “they
are attracted to the familiarity and proximity of the local school and that they want
their children to feel comfortable” (p. 13).
The Carnegie report (1996) raises another issue regarding the choice question
not addressed in much of the other research: the ability of parents in suburban and
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rural communities to choose. “The school choice argument is undergirded by yet
another key assumption: that every family has within reach two or more schools from
which to choose, and that at least one of these schools will offer a quality education
suited to their child’s needs” (p. 14). The report raises the question of choices
available to parents in rural and suburban areas, where the local school is up to two
miles away and the next closest is anywhere from five to ten or more miles away.
Certainly, economic status becomes a much larger factor in choice in these settings
than in urban ones, as transportation and alternatives mostly found in private schools
place financial burdens on these families not necessarily present in urban settings. It
is for these reasons that Chubb and Moe (1990), and others, advocate a free market
system that could be driven by vouchers.
As for the other four assumptions, the research to date reported by Ogawa and
Dutton, and by others (The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching,
1992; Smith & Meier, 1995; Fuller & Elmore, 1996) does not support the premise
that parental choice is the panacea for educational improvement. Chubb and Moe
(1990), in their final chapter dealing with public school choice, use a market analogy
to explain this phenomenon. In their view, parental choice frees up the supply side;
yet, without freeing up suppliers — the schools themselves — to create innovative
programs, school improvement will not take hold.

Who Else Does the Choosing?
While the bulk of the rhetoric and research speaks to parental choice, what
choices can public school districts and school personnel make about the kinds of
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curriculum and pedagogy to offer parents? In urban districts, alternative schools,
magnet schools, and schools-within-schools are often designed by those districts or
through site-based councils consisting of school personnel, parents, students as
applicable, and other community members (Ogawa & Dutton, 1994; Fuller & Elmore,
1996).
The case of Northeastern Elementary School, chronicled by Elmore, Peterson,
and McCarthey (1996), is one in which the example of programmatic choice works
for improvement of school practice. This urban, school-within-school alternative
program was built on the vision of an administrator who felt strongly about a onesize-does-not-fit-all approach. “ ‘Not every school is, or should be, right for every
child,’ Amada said, ‘but there should be at least one school that is right for each
child’” (p. 144).
This particular school is organized around a set of core beliefs. These core
beliefs, based on a constructivist approach to learning, are deep-seated among the
faculty members, who are full participants in the selection of new teachers at the
school. Potential teachers, who are recruited or seek employment there are hired only
after careful screening which determines whether or not their views are compatible
with the core beliefs of the school. Similar findings can be found as to administrators
and teachers who seek employment in public or private schools based on a particular
programmatic focus (Raywid, 1994; Nathan, 1996; Massachusetts Department of
Education, 1997).
Two urban examples of district-wide public school choice are notable:
Cambridge, Massachusetts’ and Manhattan District #4’s open enrollment plans.
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Rather than open a limited number of alternative programs, these two school districts
offered choices across the district. In these two cases, the neighborhood school was
no longer a model for education. All schools and programs were opened to all
students, while the district worked to maintain racial integration and diversity. Both
school districts have shown favorable results: increased test scores, increased job
satisfaction among teachers, and higher attendance rates. These districts have been
touted as models of public school choice successfully driven by both supply ahd
demand sides of education (Chubb & Moe, 1990).

The Choice Controversy: Advocacy
The choice debate has an interesting set of alliances on both sides of the issue.
Conservatives and liberals have both come out in favor of choice, although for very
different reasons. Raywid (in Cookson, 1992) lists four reasons for choice:
education-driven choice, economics-driven choice, policy-driven choice, and
governance-driven choice. Education-driven and economics-driven choice advocates
are more conservative in their thinking than policy-driven choice advocates.
Education-driven choice advocates tend to lean in the direction of vouchers
or tuition tax credits that can be used in both private and public schools. Raywid (in
Cookson, 1992) cites some of her earlier work regarding issues for students and
parents. Choice helps students achieve success in an environment suited to their
needs. Choice responds to family values as well, for parents. This enables some to
enroll their children in religious-affiliated schools, particularly those with a
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fundamentalist approach to the integration of religion with other subjects; especially
English, science, and social studies (Hanus, in Hanus & Cookson, 1996).
Economics-driven choice advocates believe that the federal government’s
role in public education is too large and unresponsive to parents’ needs. In this view,
parents who choose private education over public education are placed under an
unfair financial burden. They are taxed to fund public schools, and must also pay
tuition and for transportation to the private schools their children attend. The money
spent on education “should be understood as a benefit to children rather than to
institutions” (Raywid, in Cookson, 1992, p. 7).
Policy-driven choice advocates tend to be more liberal and interested in
choice as serving the public good. Disenfranchised groups - minorities and the
economically disadvantaged - are empowered to make choices they might not
otherwise be able to make. Choice, from this perspective, is also a way to introduce
competition into schools and to improve all schools in the end (Raywid, in Cookson,
1992; Nathan, 1996). While conservatives in this group are strongly in favor of
vouchers and tax credits for both public and private schools as a way to increase
competition, moderates and liberals support only public school choice as the means to
achieving changes in policy and increased equity.
Governance-driven choice advocates promote the least restrictive of decision¬
making models described by Conley (1993). These advocates promote removing
schools from the dominance of governmental agencies, especially those of the federal
government. Such groups advocate private-public partnerships, charter schools, and
other privatized models of education. These groups strongly advocate vouchers and

73

tax credits so as to allow parents total control over where their children attend school
(Chubb & Moe, 1990; Raywid, in Cookson, 1992; Arons, 1997). On the liberal side
of this argument are the proponents of charter schools. For them, charter schools
provide the opportunity for maintaining public schools for public good. In exchange
for the opportunity to provide innovative practices, these schools are freed from many
bureaucratic constraints present in other public schools (Nathan, 1996; The Center for
Education Reform, 1997).
The bipartisan support for choice is obvious. In the face of this support, one
wonders why choice has not taken hold of the country. Chubb and Moe (1990) define
two very basic reasons:
[C]hoice means many different things to its supporters.
They all claim to favor choice, but when it comes to the
specifics of actual choice plans, their superficial
consensus breaks down. To the extent the movement
for choice can be called a movement at all, it is an
extremely fragmented and conceptually shallow one. It
lacks mission (p. 207).
The different political ideologies that have embraced choice have not reached
consensus as to why or how choice should work.

The Choice Controversy: Opposition
Each one of the advocacy positions listed above has its set of detractors. The
education-driven choice groups’ proposals for choice, as addressing values by
allowing choice to encompass religious schools, meet with the strongest opposition.
In their opponents’ view, vouchers that support religious instruction are in direct
violation of the US Constitution, and of families’ rights not to support values and
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doctrine with which they do not agree (Cookson, in Hanus & Cookson, 1996; Doerr,
Menendez, & Swomley, 1996).
Opposition to economics-driven advocacy is based on the premise that taking
public money away from public schools will decimate them. This is particularly true,
in this view, for urban and rural poor districts. The argument is that public education
is a fundamental public right of our democracy. On the other hand, advocates of the
economics-driven approach take the view that education is a personal property right
to be controlled by an individual’s desire over the social goal of promoting the
common good (Bierlein, 1993; Cookson, in Hanus & Cookson, 1996). Equitable
distribution of finances in all school districts is the mission of choice opponents
whose agenda is economics-driven (Kozol, 1991; Bierlein, 1993).
Policy-driven choice opponents believe that equity will not be served through
choice. Data on parental choice outlined earlier in this chapter show that those who
are considered to be among the disenfranchised tend not to choose nor make choices
based on academic goals (The Carnegie Foundation, 1992; Ogawa & Dutton, 1994;
Fuller & Elmore, 1996). Furthermore, as Chubb and Moe (1990) point out, public
schools need to be open to providing more options. Many alternative and magnet
schools are so narrowly focused that only a small percentage of the population
receives their benefits. Open enrollment plans like those in Cambridge and
Manhattan District #4 are necessary to equitable options for all. Bierlein (1993)
wonders if the money spent on busing to achieve the goals of open enrollment could
be better spent in the classroom.
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Those who oppose governance-driven choice are mainly the stakeholders in
public education. A variety of political and educational leaders have opposed the
privatization of schools and the movement to remove governmental control from
public schools. While many desire a reduction in governmental constraints, they
believe a publicly controlled school system is most likely to remain responsive to the
needs of a complex society. Putting that control in the hands of individuals and
corporations with narrow agendas puts our society at risk relative to maintaining basic
civil rights and freedoms. Furthermore, the total decentralization of schooling will
fragment communities (Bierlein, 1993; Doerr, Menendez, & Swomley, 1996).
Teachers’ unions have been strong opponents of policy-driven choice. Both
the American Federation of Teachers and the National Education Association oppose
vouchers and privatization and their resulting revenue loss to public schools (Doerr,
Menendez, & Swomley, 1996). Union opposition is also part of the charter school
debate. Revenue loss is one reason for this opposition. However, the fact that charter
schools do not have to live by union contracts and, in most cases, charter school
teachers are not required to be certified, are seen as eroding union power bases
(Nathan, 1996). As a result, unions lobby lawmakers to vote against or weaken
choice and charter legislation (Cookson, in Hanus & Cookson, 1996; Nathan, 1996).
Table 1 summarizes the opposing points of view on each of these parameters.
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Table 1. School Choice Positions in the Context of Choice Parameters
Advocates

Opponents

Education-Driven

Vouchers provide opportunities:
Matching environments to learner
needs, addressing family values

Economics-Driven

Educational money is a benefit to
students, not institutions
Empowering teachers and schools
to compete, causing improvement

Violation of constitution re:
religious freedom, don’t want their
tax dollars supporting religious
training
Education is a public right, not a
property right
Choice are too narrowly focused
(i.e. altematives/magnets), support
open enrollment without
competition
Remove constraints that impede
reform
Some governmental control
needed to promote social good.

Policy-Driven

GovernanceDriven

Remove governmental controls,
especially federal
Advocates of public-private
partnerships, total parental control
through charters and vouchers

Sources: Adapted from Raywid, in Cookson (1992), and the following: Chubb and
Moe (1990); Cookson (1992); Bierlein (1993); Conley (1993); Doerr, Menendez, and
Swomley (1996); Nathan (1996); and Massachusetts Department of Education
(1997). ’

The lack of consensus by choice advocates, coupled with vocal opposition by
choice opponents, have kept choice from being a completely viable reform option to
date. Vouchers and tax credits are the most controversial, therefore, with the least
amount of support on a national level. The charter school movement is picking up
strength, as it is considered a public school choice option with some promise (Nathan,
1996; Massachusetts Department of Education, 1997). Subscribers to America
Online can find a whole area devoted to this topic by typing in the keyword, charter.
This is an important resource for those interested in charter schools as a choice option
(Nathan, 1996). Certainly, choice must be considered in assessing the possible
alternative ways to reform schools.
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The Fourth Wave?

Unfinished Business: Standards-Based Education
The current tide of change has shifted back to seemingly unfinished business.
As recounted earlier in this chapter, A Nation at Risk and the first wave of reform
were clearly focused on what was perceived as the need to bring all students and
teachers to higher levels of teaching and learning. While these standards were
articulated, and have been articulated since then, little has been done to make them a
reality in the classroom. Efforts at state and national levels in the last three to five
years have been targeted at identifying standards for learning and finding ways to
make the entire educational community accountable for the achievement of those
standards. Since the case study for this research is in New England, the discussion of
standards-based education will focus primarily on New England efforts in this arena.
Maine and Massachusetts provide particularly good examples of these overarching
standards.
For the sake of discussion, it is important to define standards-based education
in the 1990’s. As in outcomes-based education, standards are defined expectations of
the learning process. The political fallout of a decade ago regarding values-laden
outcomes has manifested itself in the absence of values from standards articulated by
governmental agencies.
Content standards are a compilation of specific
statements of what students should know or be able to
do. They do not represent the totality of what students
should leam at school. They are not curriculum. When
standards are well-conceptualized and written, they can
focus the education system on common, explicit goals;
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ensure that rigorous academic content is taught by all
teachers in all classrooms; and raise expectations for all
students (Romer, 1997, p. 8).
Recent high-profile incidents of school violence have forced the issue of
values into what should be expected of students. As a result, we have come to accept
that certain values are universal, most importantly respect for others and
responsibility for one’s own actions. Developing these two attributes, along with the
ethics of honesty and caring for others, have become cornerstones for education;
particularly at the elementary level (Lickona, 1991; Chamey, 1992; Tucker &
Codding, 1998).
Several differences are worth noting between standards-based education and
outcomes-based education. First is the level of involvement on the part of
government. As noted earlier. Presidents Bush and Clinton have both articulated
broad goals for American education. State governments have followed suit, setting
their own standards for education. Massachusetts has developed curriculum
frameworks in every major content area as part of the mandated reform efforts in the
law. Maine has gone so far as to legislate their Learning Results - the only state in
the nation to have gone to this level (Maine Department of Education, 1997).
The second difference between standards-based and outcomes-based
education is the added accountability for all members of the education community.
Students are facing a rigorous assessment process as a means of demonstrating their
capacity to achieve these standards. The Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS), initiated in 1998 for students in grades four, eight, and ten, will
eventually be a key ingredient for graduation. By the year 2004, all high school
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students will be required to pass the tenth grade test in order to graduate, regardless of
credits amassed during their four years of high school.
Several states are initiating teacher testing as a means of ensuring that
prospective teacher candidates meet certain basic skill levels in order to be certified
and considered employable. There is a move to make schools of higher education
more accountable as well. Those who don’t have a certain percentage of graduates
passing state tests risk losing their accreditation (i.e., Massachusetts).
The third difference, a major shift in thinking, is that standards are written in
ways to allow flexibility in meeting them. Using the Massachusetts Curriculum
Framework for English Language Arts as an example, one finds various strands:
language, literacy,. Under those strands, standards are articulated. Learning
Standard 4 in the Language Strand states, “Students will acquire and use correctly an
advanced reading vocabulary of English words, identifying meanings through an
understanding of word relationships” (Massachusetts Department of Education, 1997,
p. 6). After each major standard, standards for grade clusters are set forth, along with
potential examples of how to assist students in achieving them. However, in contrast
to traditional goals and objectives, these are not prescriptive. The standards require
students to not only acquire knowledge, but to apply it to other situations as well.
Maine’s Learning Results are written in a similar fashion, emphasizing
application of knowledge and skill as well as acquisition. In their English Language
Arts framework, the standard for process reading expects that “[sjtudents will use the
skills and strategies of the reading process to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate what they have read” (Maine Department of Education, 1997, p. 13).
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The good news for choice proponents is the inherent flexibility in the wording
of many of these standards. In contrast to traditional goals and objectives found in
many scope and sequence documents, they are broader and allow for flexibility.
Traditional instructional objectives, making their debut in the late 1960’s, were
painstakingly specific. The breaking down of an instructional goal into each specific
piece would hopefully help teachers ensure that each student learned every basic skill
s/he would need to know (Popham, 1997). The resulting volumes of objectives
became so cumbersome that teachers put their curriculum binders on shelves, never to
open them past the first read-through, and went about covering the textbooks given
them.
Schools and school districts are encouraged to consider different ways to
ensure children achieve these standards. Maine’s Learning Results are assessed via
state and national measures, but the law also asks schools and school districts to
devise their own assessment measures, encouraging them to use authentic
assessments to ensure that children are understanding the concepts and are able to
apply their knowledge to new and different learning situations (Maine Department of
Education, 1997).
This approach provides a balance between “big government” control (state
and federal) and local control. Maine’s Commissioner of Education, Duke Albanese,
spoke to this very issue in an address to New England superintendents in September
1998. He is a proponent for having local educators score the open-ended questions
themselves. The premise is that there is real power in seeing actual student work and
rating it themselves as a way to engage teachers in thoughtful reflection and
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collaboration on what instructional practices will help students reach high levels of
achievement. On a broader scale, standards and assessment data may help inform
whole school districts in powerful ways to achieve new heights in systemic practices.

Data-Based Decisions
The hope of the proponents of standards for all students is that data will be
collected on their performance on assessment measures. While state and national
tests and norms largely define assessments, they are becoming much more
comprehensive than standardized tests of the past. Students are being asked to write
responses to open-ended questions in all content areas. Additionally, many school
districts are implementing performance-based assessments, where children’s
demonstrations of knowledge through projects, portfolio collections of work, oral
presentations, dramatic representations, etc. are judged against a set of performance
standards known as rubrics (Harris & Carr, 1996; Solomon, 1998). Tucker and
Codding (1998) define rubrics as:
[a] scoring guide that indicates the criteria on which a
piece of student work will be evaluated, based on
standards for student performance. Rubrics indicate the
characteristics of work at each level of performance,
from work that barely shows evidence of meeting the
standard to work that meets the standard to work that
exceeds the standard (pp. 319-320).
These rubrics and samples of students’ work at various levels will, hopefully, inform
students about the specific criteria on which they will be judged, and give them an
incentive to strive for excellence in their work. Knowledge of the standards.
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assessment criteria, and seeing how their students perform against them should
inform teachers’ classroom practice.
The other piece of data-driven decisions is how school districts can use data
for systemic improvement. Data beyond test scores: attendance records, student
course selections, demographic growth patterns in communities, tracking budget
allocations and expenditures, etc., can help school districts make better decisions for
overall improvement (Streifer, personal communication, 1998). In a society hungry
for information, these data and the decisions that emanate from them are key to
informing an increasingly knowledgeable public about the work of public schools and
their ability to meet these high standards for all students.
We have come full circle in the late 1990’s. The call for higher standards for
all in A Nation at Risk (1983) was never fully addressed and brought to completion.
Will the return to standards and accountability, as described earlier as the fourth wave
of reform, give us what we need for our students? Time will tell.

How Shall We Respond to Change Initiatives?
As one looks at all these different restructuring initiatives, one can respond in
two different ways: being excited over the possibilities for significant change in
American public schools, or waiting for the next trend to come along. What are our
expectations for this flurry of activity? Will those expectations be realized? How
will we know?
Since these variables are so complex, and their application so different from
school to school, we may not be able to assess the hoped-for success of change
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initiatives without taking intimate looks at different districts’ attempts to implement
them. Therefore, it seemed fitting to use the case study methodology to examine the
practices of one district that has worked to meet its students’ needs through a
particular approach to change. Such is the nature of the case study examined in this
document.

What Are the Results of Change Initiatives?
The results of change initiatives, both expected and realized, are mixed.
Expectations of school reform range from increased test scores, to better-prepared
workers, to increased critical thinking and problem-solving abilities. As we examine
the results of change initiatives over the past decade and a half, some of these
expectations have been met and some have not. What are the benchmarks that form
public education’s report card?
If one were to believe political rhetoric and media hype, our schools have
failed miserably despite all the ways we have tried to do to improve American
education. Stanley Elam (1995), former editor of Phi Delta Kappan. cites a prime
example from the April 19, 1993 edition of Newsweek. David Gardner, chair of the
commission that published A Nation at Risk, was engaging in inflammatory rhetoric
typical of that found in the 1983 report on the deplorable state of American schooling.
The Newsweek article, titled “A Nation Still at Risk,” quoted Gardner in a sweeping
statement that public confidence in schools is declining and that public schools may
not be able to be saved. Elam recounts pressing Gardner for the data supporting his
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claim. Gardner had no hard evidence for Elam, but cited his decades of work with
political and educational organizations.
Elam’s work with Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup polls over a quarter century
suggests otherwise. The polls have asked participants to give schools a letter grade.
Overall, parents give their local school a B/C, a consistent result since 1986. While
not stellar, it is a far cry from the absolute failure that other politicians and members
of the media would have us believe. In rating schools on a national level, the rating
drops a bit, but is still within the B/C range. When the data are examined in the
context of demographic categories, the farther away from schools the respondents
(citizens without children in public schools) were, the more negative the perception.
This, most likely, is due to the influence of the media (Elam, 1995).
The Gallup polls over the past decade have indicated that the public does want
to see the schools do a better job in educating America’s youth. However, there is not
a clear majority of respondents who wish to see major overhauls of the school system
in order to do that job (Elam, 1995). Although sweeping changes are not seen as
mandated by the data from these polls, the public does believe that schools should
pursue more effective modes of instruction, coupled with the longer school days and
school year needed to implement them. Elam further cites evidence that the public
sees other factors as impeding schools from doing their jobs: discipline problems,
particularly in the areas of drug abuse and respect for oneself and others.
So, what is all the fuss about? Are American schools really in need of the
kinds of changes examined in this chapter? If so, why are they not happening? The
answers to these questions are complex.
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Most people agree that schools have both an educative and social purpose.
Although pursuing knowledge and deep understanding for their own sakes are lofty
goals worth the time and effort necessary to weave them into the fabric of our
schools, global and economic changes dictate the need for workers who can
communicate well and cooperate with others to solve problems. Furthermore, the
survival of our democracy depends on our ability to understand, appreciate, and care
for others.
On the educative side, the evidence of the decades of work presented in this
chapter and in many other pieces of research on cognitive theories of learning
supports the notion that the human brain is very capable of mastering complex
understandings in a social context. As knowledge in every field of study grows and
becomes part of real life application, it is paramount that students be given the tools
with which to make sense of that knowledge, including the technologies essential to
manipulating it.
Why are these principles so difficult to incorporate into our schools? Some of
the reasons for resistance to changes are outside of the school itself, and some inside.
Fullan and Stieglebauer (1991) describe two elements that influence the relationship
between change and its implementation: 1) the value of the change or the question of
who will benefit from it; and 2) the feasibility of implementing a change. They list
four possible results from this relationship: 1) implementation of a highly valued,
quality change; 2) a highly valued, quality change is not implemented; 3) change is
not highly valued and/or not of high quality; or 4) a low value, poor quality change is
rejected. The first and fourth results listed above make sense in terms of stakeholders
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coming together and agreeing that a change is worthy of pursuit or rejection.
However, the second and third results are more troublesome. One has to wonder why
a high-value, high-quality change would not be implemented, or why a change would
be not highly valued or even considered if it were not of quality.
Let us, for the sake of discussion, assume that a highly valued, quality change
is not being implemented in a school. This, according to the research, seems to be
commonplace. The reasons are many and varied.
Some of the resistance to change is imbedded in what Tyack and Cuban
(1995) call “the grammar of schooling.” The pervasiveness of graded classrooms and
of knowledge being divided into discrete bits of content information delivered in
separate chunks of time is an example of the grammar of schooling that everyone who
has ever attended school knows well. This traditional structure is very much a part of
our cultural norms, as Tyack and Cuban (1995) note:
Most Americans have been to school and know what a
“real school” is like. Congruence with that cultural
template has helped maintain the legitimacy of the
institution in the minds of the public. But when
schooling departed too much from the consensual
model of a “real school,” failed to match the grammar
of schooling, trouble often ensued (p. 9).
As mentioned earlier, the support of parents and community members in the
implementation of change is key to its success, especially when it presents a departure
from tradition (i.e., looping or multi age classes in place of graded ones). As changes
are considered and implemented, attention must be given to educating parents and
community members as to the why and how of the changes.

87

The grammar of schooling is a powerful force in the lives of teachers and
administrators. Elmore, Peterson, and McCarthey (1996) discovered in their case
studies of three schools that changing structures did not necessarily result in changing
practice. Each of these schools was operating “on a fundamental belief in the power
of organizational structure over human behavior” (p. 4). When confronted with the
proposition of changing practice, teachers might implement some new techniques, but
will, by and large, revert to their own past experiences as students and teachers.
Therefore, changing structures seems plausible to some as a way to force change in
practice. The visibility of structural change can be translated into a force to mobilize
teachers around it, which is why it is often popular with administrators and policy
makers.
However, the conclusions drawn from these studies lead to the heart of the
problem. Changing structure does not necessarily or directly result in changing
practice. The energy spent on it takes away from addressing the real issue of
changing practice. The logic of the impact of structural change on change in practice
is flawed (Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey, 1996). In these cases and in the cases of
schools in Anne Lieberman’s (1995) studies of schools engaging in restructuring in
its literal sense, we find that there is no one set of structural changes that leads to
change in practice. Is it that Conley’s (1993) central, enabling, and supporting
variables are not causal forces, but rather enablers of change? The three waves of
reform pursued since the 1980’s have not produced a second-order change in
American public schools. However, some schools have met with success in firstorder changes when central and/or enabling variables have been changed. While a

88

direct causal link may not be found, the cases mentioned above show that changes in
some of these variables have made possible significant changes in individual schools
and classrooms.
The conclusion that no one set of structural changes will lead to change in
practice might be considered a flaw in the logic of the impact of restructuring on
practice. On the other hand, this same conclusion can be viewed from a more
positive stance. If there is one lesson to be learned from all of the attempts at change
in the past ten to fifteen years, it is that one school’s experience cannot be
transplanted to another place without regard for the unique political and demographic
landscape of each school. This kind of transplanting of innovations from one place to
another without regard for these differences was the undoing of the reform efforts of
the 1960’s. Fullan and Stieglebauer (1991) caution schools in determining which
path they should follow: “The worth of particular policies or innovations cannot be
taken for granted. ... We should neither accept nor reject all changes uncritically” (p.
28).
The final conclusion drawn by Elmore, Peterson, and McCarthey (1995) is:
the transformation of teaching practice is
fundamentally a problem of enhancing individual
knowledge and skill, not a problem of organizational
structure; getting the structure right depends on first
understanding that problem of knowledge and skill (p.

240, emphasis in original).
It is this transformation that is very problematic, for several reasons.
Teaching is an isolating profession. The persistence of the grammar of
schooling with regard to teachers’ workday and what is paid labor is that teachers are
paid to teach. In other words, contracts are written and pay is determined based on
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the time teachers spend in school working with the children, and planning and
preparing during brief times allotted for this work. The public assumes that teachers
are dedicated enough to do extra work on their own time. “[T]he ‘egg-crate’ structure
of classrooms within schools, in which students and teachers work in isolated groups
for most of the school day... creates inflexibility in responding to student differences,
and it isolates teachers from one another” (Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey, 1996, p.
3). Any extra work above and beyond the paid contract day is usually done at home
or in one’s classroom in isolation.
It is this culture of isolation that further compounds teachers’ lives and leads
them to resent change. The ideas presented in this chapter are complex. They require
time to learn, time to assimilate. Furthermore, if we value learning in a social context
for children, should we not value social interaction as an important part of learning
for teachers and administrators? Yet in the context of an elementary teacher’s day in
a self-contained classroom, there is time for a hasty thirty-minute lunch period and, if
one is fortunate enough, a brief period of preparation each day while the children are
at a “special” class (usually art, music, or physical education).
These confines, coupled with teachers’ dealing with implementing multiple
mandates from state and local authorities, make for a frenetic pace not allowing
sufficient time for, or interest in, reflection on practice. What help a teacher might
receive is usually in passing from a fellow teacher who might pass along a quick
lesson or activity he or she found successful. This is further compounded by a sense
that rewards are few. Usually, when asked, a teacher will relate stories of individual
students who made remarkable gains in his or her classroom. As for the rest, teachers
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are often unsure as to whether or not they have made a difference. High stress rates
and burnout resulting in career changes or cognitive downshifting are the results
(Fullan & Stieglebauer, 1991).
As for principals, the pressures of management and the need to lead without
dominating others further compound their roles. Many experienced administrators
are used to implementing decisions made by central bureaucracies and/or making
decisions about the operation of the school in isolation. Site-based decision-making
models require involving more people in decisions and allowing for time to gather
input from those who might be affected by them. The complexities of moving from a
student disciplinary action, to a broken toilet, to an irate parent, to a teacher seeking
advice on how to reach a child, do not give principals the time they need to carefully
observe and reflect on the school as both cultural and educational organization
(Fullan & Stieglebauer, 1991, Sarason, 1996). Oftentimes, principals are not given
the kinds of administrative and clerical support that would allow them to balance
budget, facilities, staff supervision, instructional leadership, student behavior issues,
and community relations in any kind of meaningful way.
These conditions do not allow teachers and principals to engage in the kind of
work expected of professionals. Not many people would go to a doctor or lawyer
who does not keep current through professional organizations, journals, and networks
to discuss or receive training in recent developments in his or her field. However, the
opposite is true of educators. The current structures of schools and work days of
teachers do not lend themselves to open discussion of the issues involved in changing
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practice in the context of cognitive research (Fullan & Stieglebauer, 1991; Sarason,
1996).
Kohn (1993) and Sarason (1996) are more openly critical of educators with
regard to professional development. Sarason’s issue is that educators, with a few
exceptions, rarely read books or journals that would inform them of the issues
surrounding educational reform. Kohn (1993) implies that teachers might, through
lack of knowledge, engage in practices that do more harm than good:
The overwhelming majority of teachers, according to
one survey, are unable to name or describe a theory of
learning that underlies what they do in the classroom,
but what they do - what any of us does - is no less
informed by theoretical assumptions just because these
assumptions are invisible. Behind the practice of
presenting a colorful dinosaur sticker to a first grader
who stays silent on command is a theory that embodies
distinct assumptions about the nature of knowledge, the
possibility of choice, and what it means to be a human
being (p. 10).
It is precisely this lack of opportunities, for teachers to engage in the same social
interaction as a means to deep discourse that we want for our students, that has some
schools looking at ways to bring teachers together. Some of the structural changes
suggested earlier are ones schools try to implement with teams of teachers, using
allocated time to bring them together for meaningful dialogue and social construction
of knowledge. We are slowly realizing that real change in education will only come
as this collaboration is implemented.
How will we gauge the progress of change and the expected educational and
social results of schooling? Will standardized tests, the benchmarks of politics,
remain the primary comparison on a national level? Will we move toward more
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performance-based assessments that allow us to see how students utilize their
knowledge and skill in authentic situations? Moreover, what is it that we want from
our schools, and how will we know when we get it? Each of these questions will
have as many different answers as there are people asked to answer them.
In the end, there seems to be general agreement that our goals for our children
are for them to become life-long learners in continual pursuit of knowledge while
becoming responsible citizens in a democratic society. “Should not our aim be to
judge whatever we do for children in our schools by the criterion of how we are
fostering the desire to continue to learn about self, other, and the world, to live in a
world of ideas and personal quest for knowledge and meaning?” (Sarason, 1990, p.
163).

Where Do We Go From Here?
There are some broad principles that must be addressed in public education if
we are to make any progress at all. One of those is the professionalism of teaching.
As stated previously in this chapter, teachers’ perceptions of themselves in the field
are shaped by the realities of their working conditions and their past experiences as
students and teachers. These perceptions are our “theories in use” (Caine & Caine,
1997), also known as “mental models” (Senge, 1990).
Elmore’s (1995) question to secondary educators about the benefits of longblock scheduling, cited earlier, is a good example of the power of mental models
(Argyris, in Senge, 1990). Although the educators knew that long-block scheduling
had the potential to increase students’ learning and deep understanding of academic
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content, they did not have a clear picture of how to make that happen. In the absence
of a new mental model for a new structure, we rely on old mental models - showing
the whole movie - to operate in new structures. For this reason, Elmore, Peterson and
McCarthey (1996) support the idea of changing teachers’ knowledge and skill in
practice first, then finding the right structures to support those changes. Thomas and
Shaw (1992) believe in a more integrated approach, suggesting that in order to
implement new knowledge and skill, teachers also require appropriate support and
materials to implement the change. The bond between practice and structure cannot
be broken. They must go hand-in-hand in the change process.
If we are to change anything about our schools, it must be done through an
interest in and the means to discuss the issues of change. Sarason (1996) places the
responsibility for this effort to engage in meaningful dialogue and study squarely on
the shoulders of teachers :
[S]choolteachers [must] accept the obligation as a
group to develop a forum that acknowledges that there
is a world of ideas, theory, research and practice about
which they should be knowledgeable... if they are not to
wither on the vine, if they like their students are to
avoid passive resignation to routine (p. 369, emphasis
in original).
Others see this obligation as shared by the whole of the organization, poised as a
learning organization, committed to the task of transforming themselves into a
community of learners based on a shared vision and commitment to seeing that vision
come to light (Conzemius & Conzemius, 1988; Senge, 1990; Fullan & Hargreaves,
1991; Fullan & Stieglebauer, 1991; Conley, 1993; Darling-Hammond, 1997).
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Another necessity for all schools is the public and financial support necessary
to support this kind of environment and resulting changes in practice and structure.
Bringing the public along in the dialogue through participation in decisions or
involvement with the work of the school is the key. Without parents and community
as partners, schools will be destined to spin their wheels while mired in controversy.
Financial support and structures need thorough examination and reform. It
has long been known that school funding in its current form of relying mostly bn
property taxes is inequitable at best. Jonathan KozoFs (1991) expose of the striking
differences in schools resulting from financial inequalities has brought this issue to
the forefront of public awareness. Although many have said that throwing money at
public education will not save it, money spent wisely on preparing and equipping
teachers to accomplish an awesome task is necessary for us to move forward.
These two general areas of school reform recognize the importance of placing
teachers at the center of change. Changing cultures and perceptions of practice and
schooling are the first steps necessary to restructure. Without the kind of deep
discourse necessary to become a learning organization, and the supports to bring
education reform to life, there is little to hope for, other than more political rhetoric
and an inability to take what we know and make it a reality. These issues raise other
fundamental questions that we need to face.
Is the reason for our inability during the past three decades to have made
fundamental changes in our public schools linked to our inability to agree on the
purposes of schooling? Have we, as a nation, become so diverse that we may never
fully agree on this issue? If so, then how do we resolve this dilemma? Is it possible
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for us to create and maintain the “one best system” that is part of our history (Tyack,
1974), or are we just “tinkering toward Utopia” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995)?
The public school choice movement begun in urban settings may show some
promise of progress. Public schools of choice, fully part of public school systems and
funded by the same pool of money as any other school, are becoming more prevalent
in large urban school districts (Seldin, 1978; Raywid, 1994,1996). The models of
public school choice include specialty secondary schools that have a long history of
operation (i.e., Boston Latin) and magnet schools that were designed around content
areas in order to attract minority students as a result of the desegregation plans of the
1960’s and 1970’s. Along with these theme schools, alternative schools for at-risk
populations have been established (Raywid, 1994).
Another option for public schools, again with roots in urban settings, is a
school-within-school model. Research on relationships between students and
teachers at the secondary level led large urban high schools to break themselves down
into smaller units in order to give students better attention and decrease discipline
problems. The original design of schools-within-schools was to create two or more
houses in a large high school with groups of 300-400 students organized with staffs
attending to their needs in the context of a facility capable of housing 1000 or more
students (Raywid, 1996).
As schools-within-schools have developed over the past few decades, the
move toward these schools’ having a particular focus has grown. The importance of
a shared vision and mission, as stated earlier, is critical to the success of a school.
Focus schools are organized in several different ways: content (i.e., science and
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technology, the arts); pedagogy (particularly those organized around constructivist
approaches); target populations — gifted and talented or at-risk being popular
configurations; or context, such as environmental schools (Raywid, 1994).
Seldin (1978) frames the suggestions for designing these
schools-within-schools or public schools of choice as ten elements for
consideration:
Element 1. Optional Alternatives Must Have
Theoretical Justification And Be Based on
Comprehensive Objectives.
Element 2. Optional Alternatives Should Be Small In
Size With Generally Fewer Than 350 Students.
Element 3. Administrators, Teachers, Students, And
Parents Should Be Significantly Involved in Decisions
Regarding the Implementation and Perpetuation Of The
Optional Alternative.
Element 4. Teacher And Student participation In The
Optional Alternative Must Be Voluntary, Based On
Choice Rather Than Fiat.
Element 5. Optional Alternatives Cannot Practice
Exclusivity With Regard to Sex, Race, Religion Or
Ethnic Background.
Element 6. All Programs Within The School Must Be
Viewed As Legitimate Educational Environments.
Element 7. Optional Alternatives Should Be Developed
And Operate On Cost Equal To, Or Less Than, The
Conventional Program.
Element 8. Student Placement Decisions Should Be
Based On The Recommendations Of Teachers,
Administrators, Parents, And Students, With The
Ultimate Authority Resting With The Parents.
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Element 9. All Programs Within The School Must Have
A Support System With The Principal Serving As the
Central Foundational Support.
Element 10. Optional Alternatives Must Include Both
Internal And External Evaluation (pp. 83-84).

Raywid (1994) agrees with many of these considerations for development of focus
schools, whether they are separately housed from others in the district or are
developed as schools-within-schools. Focus schools must face issues of equity and
uniformity within a larger scope of a school system’s goals, especially when they are
targeting a specific population of students. Certainly, they deserve careful
consideration before moving forward.
Raywid (1994) describes three benefits of focus schools. “[A] focus school
offers instructional advantages. It lends coherence to an educational program,
permitting students to experience a sense of continuity and connection from one class
or topic of study to another” (p. 9). The second benefit is that focus schools bring
people together of a similar mind. Raywid also cites a RAND study that shows these
schools to be strong organizations, which allow for quick agreement on a mission,
which can then move on to the business of implementing the focus. The Cambridge,
Massachusetts’ open enrollment system is a nationally renowned model for focus
schools as a viable public school choice plan.
Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey (1996) did find that one of their three cases
was able to implement a more developmentally appropriate approach to classroom
practice than the other two in the study. Northeastern Elementary School (cited
earlier in this paper), while working toward a diverse student body, makes sure that
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parents are in agreement and students are comfortable with the constructivist
principles on which the school was established.
The core beliefs of the school which guide it include “agreement on teaching
practice, collegiality within a structure of self-contained classrooms, links to family
and community, and sustained life-long learning” (Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey,
1996, p. 155). In addition to ensuring that parents and students are comfortable with
the school’s approach, teachers are hired to be on staff based on compatibility with
the core beliefs of the school.
The conclusion Elmore, Peterson, and McCarthey reached in determining why
this school was the most able to change teaching practice was that they went about
this change by focusing first on a set of shared beliefs that would guide them,
followed by implementation of structures to support them, rather than changing
structure and hoping the changes in practice would follow.
Choice as a vehicle for school reform has addressed the social goals of
schooling: social equity through options. However, it might be worthwhile to address
the educational goals of schooling through choice. Can local communities come
together and agree that more than one way to educate their children is important to
addressing their educational needs? The one thing we have discovered is that
different children learn in different ways. Certainly, logic would dictate that a variety
of learning environments, designed to meet those learning styles, should be provided.
Our society’s diversity and our past history with education reform efforts indicate that
each community must answer the why and the how of viable choices for itself. What
we might be able to reach agreement on, as a nation, is a broad set of goals for our
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children that each state and community can achieve in its own ways. The standardsbased movement which seems to have emerged as the “fourth wave” of reform looks
to be a move in this direction. Choices can then be designed to coexist as ways to
meet constituents’ needs, not as competing in the search for a single system for all. In
this way, we can address the educational and societal goals of education.
The case study outlined in chapters four and five is a look from the inside out
at a suburban public school choice system with a twenty-six year history. The voices
of the participants in interviews and the pictures of the classrooms where teaching
and learning take place bring many of the ideas in this chapter to life. Their trials and
triumphs have implications for other districts struggling with education’s most
fundamental dilemma:
What we are proposing here is that the American education
system, under the banner of standards, abandon immediately
the idea that we are doing our job by sorting youngsters into
winners and losers and instead dedicate ourselves to the idea
that all students can and must achieve at internationally
benchmarked levels (Tucker & Codding, 1998, p. 23).

A one-size-fits-all system may not help achieve this goal for the twenty-first
century. Therefore, public school choices must be a part of this discussion. To
that end, this case study is presented to stimulate discussion about the
possibilities of choice in public elementary schools.
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CHAPTER HI
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

Overall Approach and Rationale
The overall approach to this research question is as a descriptive case study.
Traditionally in education, field work of this nature requires spending time in schools
observing teachers and students in action (Eisner, 1998) and interviewing key players
whose stories are meaningful and can enlighten others about a phenomenon of
interest (Patton, 1990; Seidman, 1991; Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Marshall &
Rossman, 1995; Eisner, 1998). Document review was also a key data source for this
study.
The role of choice in education reform has received a great deal of attention in
the media, so I hope that this particular spin on this topic will interest others as it does
me. As noted in chapter two, choice is not the only answer to education’s woes.
However, in the context of standards-based education, it may have a very important
role to play as we discover how best to help students achieve the standards set for
them.
An initial investigation into choice in suburban public elementary schools
found it a relatively rare phenomenon. To date, I have found only two suburban
school districts within a reasonable commuting distance in New England that have
addressed the issue of choice as a means of providing an effective education to their
elementary students, while enabling the exercise of that choice through district-wide
busing. There are others who provide choices, but parents are responsible for
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transporting outside their neighborhood school districts, thus constraining from
making a choice those who may not be able to transport their children. While the
research to date shows that choice is not a panacea for education reform, we also
know from research that efforts to find the “one best system” to date have not
produced any single model for elementary education that is overwhelmingly more
effective than any other. Therefore, a case study of this nature has the potential to
contribute to the conversation about choice as an option for public schools.
Stake (1995) offers the following definition: “Case study is the study of the
particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within
important circumstances” (p. xi). Furthermore, he defines the role of the researcher in
this process:
For the most part, the cases of interest in education and
social service are people and programs. Each one is
similar to other persons and programs in many ways
and unique in many ways. We are interested in them
for both their uniqueness and commonality. We seek to
understand them. We would like to hear their stories.
... But we enter the scene with a sincere interest in
learning how they function in their ordinary pursuits
and milieus and with a willingness to put aside many
presumptions while we learn (p. 1).

The stories of those engaging in the unique combination of choice in suburban
elementary schools are of interest for two reasons: first, is that little is written of
choice in suburban or rural districts. The only references found in my literature
search were in the Carnegie report (1992) on school choice, which delineates the
constraints on choice in suburban and rural settings. Secondly, most choice options
exercised in urban settings are more focused on secondary levels than on elementary.
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although examples of elementary school choice through open enrollment (i.e.,
Cambridge, MA) can be found.
Eisner (1998) offers this perspective on the importance of qualitative research,
in particular the case study, to increasing one’s understanding of effective educational
practice.
Qualitative inquiry - in this case the study of schools or
classrooms - can provide the double advantage of
learning about schools and classrooms in ways that are
useful for understanding other schools and classrooms
and learning about individual classrooms and particular
teachers that are useful to them (p. 12, emphasis in
original).

Hence, the twofold purpose of this study is to further understand the phenomenon of
choice in suburban elementary schools in a way that might inform other suburban
school districts, and to give feedback regarding this phenomenon to the participants in
the study.

The Setting
Pleasantville is a residential suburb of a major New England city, located next
to the intersection of two interstate highways. The population of town is about
18,500. Approximately 2,300 students in grades Kindergarten through six attend its
five elementary schools. These schools then feed into a regional secondary system
with a neighboring town. According to the school system’s profile for the 1996-97
academic year, approximately 67% of the staff hold master s degrees or higher. The
profile also boasts of several features, most notably; attention to mission and goals,
annual evaluations of programs and staff, strong community support through
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partnerships and local education foundations, and an open enrollment system at the
elementary level. This open enrollment plan allows each school to have a particular
focus and affords families the opportunity to choose among the schools within the
confines of available space. Transportation is provided to all children in grades
Kindergarten through three and to all grades four through six students who live over a
mile from their schools. If safety issues warrant, children in grades four through six
may be transported under the one-mile limit.
Each of the district’s five elementary schools has a specific focus outlined in
profile data submitted to the town on an annual basis. The Academy School uses a
variety of instructional and grouping strategies to foster an environment “where
diversity, inquiry, growth, and caring are encouraged, developed, and celebrated.”
Central School is built on a Whole Language and developmental philosophy. Its
mission statement is: “the whole child is the whole idea.” The Community School is
“built upon a foundation of values consisting of caring, self-esteem, lifelong learning,
student involvement, parent involvement, and school community.” Additionally,
Community School offers four multi-grade classes alongside graded classes: two
grades one and two groups, and one each of grades three and four, and five and six.
The Homestead School “emphasizes the process of learning, the responsibilities of
students, the importance of the arts and integrated curricula, and the involvement of
parents in site-based management.” Homestead’s profile states that the school was
given $100,000 of discretionary money to fund areas of focus for the school and to
give the school the autonomy it needs to make site-based decisions more meaningful.
“[A] community of learners, organized into multi-aged groupings, actively
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participating in a project-based curriculum with an emphasis on the core values of
respect, perseverance and risk-taking” is the description statement of the Parkside
School.
I made initial contact with this school system through letters and phone calls
to the superintendent and elementary principals. I met with them in late October
1997 to discuss my proposed plan for research, and access was approved and
preliminarily negotiated. During this meeting, the administrative team members were
assured of confidentiality and given drafts of the informed consent letters that appear
as appendices to this dissertation.

Data Collection Methods
My role in this study was that of an observer and data collector, rather than
participant observer. This is due, primarily, to time constraints placed on me by
obligations to my then full-time principalship. The methods of data collection
included direct observation of classrooms in all five schools; in-depth interviews of
administrators school committee members, teachers, parents; and document review.
The focus was clearly phenomenological, rather than ethnographic (Patton, 1990;
Strauss & Corbin, 1990) in an effort to provide a clear picture of a district engaged in
intradistrict choice. This picture, as recalled through the data, is intended to fuel a
discussion of choice options for elementary schools, no matter where they may be
located.
Marshall and Rossman (1995) point out that “[observation entails the
systematic noting and recording of events, behaviors, and artifacts (objects) in the

105

social setting chosen for study” (p. 79). In this case, it was necessary to observe how
individual classrooms operate in the context of their school’s focus. Patton (1990)
points out some key issues with regard to observation, in that it must be done in such
a way as to ensure accuracy with the events. This cannot be left to chance, but must
be accomplished with skill. “The purpose of observational data is to describe the
setting that was observed, the activities that took place in that setting, the people who
participated in those activities, and the meanings of what was observed from the
perspective of those observed” (Patton, 1990, p. 202, emphasis in original).
Fortunately, I bring to this data collection method eleven years’ experience in
classroom observation as an administrator. The training and practice I’ve had over
the years has taught me how to take strong field notes while observing the events and
nuances of classroom interactions and environments. While some recommend the use
of audio and video recorders, to assist in data collection (Woods, 1986), they can
have their limits. In the case of audiotape, visual information is not recorded — the
way in which space is arranged in the classroom, how the teacher and students
interact with that space, body language of the teacher and students, etc. Video
cameras tend to have a more obtrusive affect on the classroom. Teachers tend to be
uncomfortable with them and young children to be distracted by their presence
(Chapman, personal communication, 1997). Woods (1986) also emphasizes the
importance of a trained observer as the data collection instrument: “There is no real
substitute for what the researcher sees, hears, and experiences in person. Everything,
too, that is presented to one’s gaze or ear is of potential relevance (p. 42).
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Observations were conducted at each of the five schools. While time did not
permit an opportunity to visit every classroom at length, at least one classroom of the
early elementary grade range (Kindergarten through grade three) and one of the
intermediate grade range (grades four through six) in each school was included in the
observation process. These observations provided data as to how each school’s
mission is carried out in the early years of schooling and at the stages where students
begin preparations for moving to the next level.
The second method of data collection was in-depth interviewing. Interviews
typically operate along a continuum from being highly structured to totally
unstructured. Patton (1990) mentions three types of open-ended interviews that fall
along this continuum: “(1) the informal conversational interview, (2) the general
interview guide approach, and (3) the standardized open-ended interview” (p. 280).
Bell (1996) points out that most interviewers use a middle ground; focused or guided
interviews:
Freedom to allow the respondent to talk about what is
of central significance to him or her rather than to the
interviewer is clearly important, but some loose
structure to ensure all topics which are considered
crucial to the study are covered does eliminate some of
the problems of entirely unstructured interviews. The
guided or focused interview fulfills these requirements
(P- 94).

Marshall and Rossman (1995) agree with this view of a guided interview as a way for
the researcher to respect the participants’ views on the topic of study. “This, in fact,
is an assumption fundamental to qualitative research - the participant’s perspective
on the phenomenon of interest should unfold as the participant views it, not as the
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researcher views it” (p. 81). Using Seidman’s (1991) guiding principles for in-depth
interviewing - exploring participants’ backgrounds relative to the setting and
phenomenon, exploring each one’s detailed experiences with educational choice, and
asking each to reflect on that experience - insight was gained into each person’s
constructed meaning of choice in this context.
Interviews were necessary to gain a variety of perspectives. Administrators
responsible for executing the programs of choice provided key data regarding the
district’s ability to provide families with options. School committee members
provided a perspective on policy development and implementation that facilitates
choice. Teachers were able to discuss their own ability to choose a work situation
that meshes with their personal views on what’s best for elementary school children.
Parents provided data about why they made the choices they have made.

All

administrators were interviewed: superintendent, assistant superintendent for
personnel and curriculum, assistant superintendent for business, and all five
elementary principals. Two school committee members were interviewed, providing
the larger community perspective. Parents and teachers representative of the grade
spans targeted for observation at each school were interviewed. Along with formal
interviews, many informal conversations were had with teachers, parents, and
students. Their conversations further enlightened and validated the formal data
collected.
The final data collection method employed in this study was document
review. “The decision to gather and analyze documents or archival records should be
linked to the research questions developed in the conceptual framework of the study”
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(Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 85). School newsletters, handbooks, etc. showed how
each school communicates its mission, and the fulfillment of it, to others. Documents
about the implementation of this choice plan, such as minutes of school committee
and town meetings, town reports, etc. were helpful in understanding the initial
discussion and implementation as well as any key events that might have shaped this
phenomenon along the way. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) see documents as key pieces
of evidence:
Documents provide both historical and contextual
dimensions to your observations and interviews. They
enrich what you see and hear by supporting, expanding,
and challenging your portrayals and perceptions. Your
understanding of the phenomenon in question grows as
you make use of the documents and artifacts that are a
part of people’s lives (p. 54).

Sampling
Looking at how best to gather the data to give an informative perspective to
choice in suburban elementary schools, the questions of who should participate and to
what degree needed answering. Patton (1990) refers to intensity sampling as a means
to gather data from places and people “that manifest the phenomenon of interest
intensely (not extremely). ...Using the logic of intensity sampling, one seeks
excellent or rich examples of the phenomenon of interest, but not unusual cases (p.
171). While the phenomenon of choice in suburban elementary schools is unusual,
the open enrollment format chosen by this particular district is not. Therefore, the
information regarding the context for this format proved to be interesting and fell
under the category of intense manifestation as described above, since the entire
district was involved. However, the choice model is one that has been tested in other
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settings and found to be successful. Therefore, this is not an extreme example of
choice.
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) speak of stratification of participant groups. The
questions posed in this study required a focus on many different interest groups:
administrators, teachers, and parents. Teacher and parent participants were selected to
reflect grade clusters traditionally defined as primary (K-3) and intermediate (4-6).
As Glesne and Peshkin point out, in a stratified sample, the “real interest centers on
the perceptions, attitudes, and concerns of different groups within an institution” (pp.
26-27). In order to find the participants necessary to the data collection, Glesne and
Peshkin’s ‘“snowball’ or ‘network’ techniques” (p. 27) were most helpful.
Essentially, as the researcher makes contacts throughout the system, s/he uses the
recommendations of those contacts to make other contacts. In this case,
administrators began the process of setting up participants. However, during the
interview process, these participants led me to others whose voices they felt it
necessary that I hear. These techniques are defined by Strauss and Corbin (1990) as
discriminate sampling: “a researcher chooses the sites, persons, and documents that
will maximize opportunities for verifying the story line, relationships between
categories, and for filling in poorly developed categories” (p. 187).

Data Management and Analysis
Taking a broad perspective on choice has involved manipulating vast amounts
of data. Field notes were kept on all aspects of data collection: observations,
interviews, and document analysis. Observational data can be collected in a highly
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structured format on a protocol form, or it may be collected more holistically
(Saphier, 1993; Marshall & Rossman, 1995). While forms may provide some frames
in which to categorize what is being observed, they can constrain the observer and the
reader of the data from getting a “sense of flow of the class - the way events
unfolded” (Saphier, 1993, p. 41). My personal experience with attempts at these
forms confirms this conclusion.
Literal notes are trickier, but their chronology gives a better sense of flow and
how the various parts of the lesson relate to one another. Saphier (1993) notes that
literal notes should contain direct quotes from and descriptions of actions of teachers
and students. He lists characteristics of good literal notes from classroom
observations - they:
•
•
•
•
•

consist of quotes and descriptions of behavior or space and
materials,
capture the essence of important events, actions,
conversations, occasionally noting what time it is,
include specific names [if possible],
record factual observations, not analysis or inferences, and
describe characteristics of interactions or settings (p. 41).

From these notes analysis must be conducted. Bell (1996) suggests the
following possibilities: content of the lesson and interaction between teachers and
students. The purpose of observation in this context was to confirm the ways in
which the school’s mission was being met in the classrooms of that particular
building. Based on the individual school profiles, both types of analysis were
necessary.
Patton (1990) and Stake (1995) stress the immediacy of analysis of
observational data. Patton, in particular, suggests that analysis can often occur
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simultaneously with data collection. Saphier (1993) cautions against the urge to
analyze as you go. While many of his reasons are tied to observation as a tool of staff
supervision and evaluation, he also reminds the observer that trying to analyze what
one sees constrains one from seeing. Therefore, it is important to take time as soon as
possible after the observation - immediately following is ideal - to clean up what
tend to be messy notes and look for patterns and categories. Stake (1995) concurs
with the need to search for patterns of behavior in analyzing observational data: “The
search for meaning often is a search for patterns, for consistency within certain
conditions, which we call ‘correspondence’” (p. 78). How the patterns of behavior in
the classrooms correspond to the school’s mission in this case was the lens for
analysis.
While observations provided rich direct data on the phenomenon of study,
they did not tell the complete story.
Much of what we cannot observe for ourselves has been
or is being observed by others. Two principal uses of
case study are to obtain the descriptions and
interpretations of others. The case will not be seen the
same by everyone. Qualitative researchers take pride in
discovering and portraying the multiple views of the
case. The interview is the main road to multiple
realities (Stake, 1995, p. 64).
Field notes collected interview data with the assistance of audio tape
recordings. Tapes transcribed into literal field notes then coded by themes and
patterns assisted in the management of the data. The first steps to that process were
construction of good interview questions based on salient themes (Stake, 1995).
Seidman (1991) suggests that profiles of interviewees and categorical themes of the
content of the interviews are both critical elements. In a stratified sampling approach
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such as the one used here, interviewee profiles and thematic connections provided
insight into the perceptions. How closely the participants are connected to each
school might have some impact on how they view those schools.
Questions for this case study were framed around historical events. When and
how did this process start, who was involved, and how has it evolved over time through critical events and/or gradual changes that helped the schools further define
and refine themselves as part of the professional growth and change process? Other
questions were used to gauge perceptions of the participants about the individual
nature of each school. It was interesting to see how closely these perceptions
matched the official descriptions of these schools and the patterns observed in the
classrooms.
A third area for discussion with parents and staff members in particular was
reasons for choice. Much of the literature on choice outlined above indicates that
schools offer choices for educational reasons while parents may not necessarily
choose schools for educational reasons. Furthermore, that educational and economic
levels of the parents corresponded to why they made the choices they did was an area
to be checked through profile and thematic analysis.
Field notes, supplemented with photocopies where allowable, were the main
tools for collecting document data. Marshall and Rossman (1995) suggest two types
of analysis that were most useful to this case. First is content analysis, where the
documents reviewed are analyzed for patterns and categories in an objective manner.
The data were used to check accuracy of factual information and assisted me in
ensuring that categories for analysis were well selected. The second analysis is
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historical. The written word serves as an important source of historical records,
particularly official minutes from school committee meetings, which were used in
conjunction with interview data for framing a clear picture of the course of events
within the context of the case.
Managing all of this data in its varying formats was an important task. Field
notebooks served as a source of raw data that were kept and utilized. These field
notebooks contained data from the three sources: observation, interview, and •
document review. There were pages devoted to personal journal entries where
thoughts, feelings, questions, etc. were captured as they came to mind. Drop files and
other organizational coding methods (colored “sticky notes,” marginal notes on
transcripts, etc.) were employed to codify the data as they were collected.

Limitations of the Study
The limitations of the research in general were addressed in chapter one.
Specifically, they centered on the experiences I have had as an educator and the need
to use those experiences as a point of reference for my writing. Hence, other
educational issues (equity, diversity, etc.), often concerns when implementing a
public school choice program, were not included in this study. However, something
must be said for the parameters put around this study to give the reader a coherent
picture of the district and the stories of the participants in the study.
This case study is an internal perspective of the phenomenon. In order to
capture the essence of the five schools offering choices to their families, a fine line
between breadth and depth was drawn. The potential for this case to become so
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complex as to not render a useful outcome was apparent very early in the data
collection process. Decisions had to be made with regard to priorities for
investigation, as Marshall and Rossman (1995) explain as the process of working
through a “conceptual funnel” (p. 18). Although there are broad questions and
curiosities driving this study, a decision was made to view this through the lives of
those actively involved in the schools, thereby focusing attention and effort on their
stories, their practice, and thus, narrowing the topic to a more focused inquiry. •
What results from these decisions is a snapshot of the schools as parts of a
whole district. The study does not tell any one school’s story in great depth over any
other. To have done so would have not given the reader a sense of how the parts fit
into the whole. On the flip side, going beyond the school district itself into the
broader community would have meant the schools themselves would have received
only minimal attention. The stories of the schools themselves take priority in the
study, so that the reader may have a coherent, if somewhat limited, view of each
school as a separate entity, and how they fit into a larger view of choice for
Pleasantville.
Recognizing that this approach does not give the complete picture and that
questions are still in need of answers are givens. How does the community-at-large
(including those citizens without children in the schools) view the importance of
providing choices at the elementary level? How do the differences found in the
schools impact the children when they come together at the middle school and
beyond? Certainly, these and many other questions could be the foci of future
studies.
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While this study involves those deeply connected to the schools in some way,
it does not preclude a community-based view. Certainly, all the participants in the
study have links to the community-at-large and they were able to provide a view
outside the school-based community. Their perceptions were amazingly consistent,
therefore, it is assumed that they have some validity. Another study, from the outside
looking in, might further inform the discussion.

Validity and Trustworthiness
The goal of any qualitative research is to seek out truth and report it as
objectively as possible, however, complete objectivity is not entirely possible.
Because some of the methodologies require gaining an understanding of the
phenomenon through the eyes of others, the reality of the situation will be colored by
the individual’s perception of that reality (Eisner, 1998). As pointed out in chapter
one, the subjectivity of the researcher plays a role in this perception-building activity.
Again, the willingness to be sensitized to these issues goes a long way in letting the
audience know that every possible attempt to be sure the data presented are valid and
the analysis trustworthy.
As Patton (1990) points out, the multiple methods of data gathering in a
qualitative case study are what ensure the validity of the data. Observation,
interview, and documents provide data triangulation. While each method has its
strengths and weaknesses inherent to it alone, the use of these methods in concert
with one another is important to ensuring that any researcher has validated various
aspects of the phenomenon.
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To ensure that careful attention was paid to the issues of validity and
trustworthiness, two considerations were given to the work: time for collecting data,
and comprehensiveness in the write-up of the data and findings. (Patton, 1990; Glesne
& Peshkin, 1992). The data recording methods used in this study - use of literal
notes for observations, audio tape recordings of interviews, and obtaining hard copy
of as many documents as possible - were ones that captured the details necessary to
write a complete description and analysis of Pleasantville’s open enrollment system.
Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest that anchoring data from the study in other
published research also validate the data and ensure trustworthiness in the findings.
Wherever possible, correlations are made between the data from the case study and
the research presented in chapter two.
Another way to ensure trustworthiness and validity of the data is to allow the
participants an opportunity to assist the researcher in checking the data. However,
one must balance the ownership issue. Careful negotiation over discrepancies in the
interpretation of the data will allow both the participants and me to carefully co-own
the data and analysis. In this case, I checked the data with some of the participants in
the study: some parents and teachers, the superintendent, and the principals of the five
elementary schools.
A final consideration is trust between researcher and participants. We both
come to the table with our own agendas. However, presenting myself in an open and
honest manner, consistent with the ethical considerations outlined above, established
the mutual respect and trust necessary for discernment of the facts.
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Summary and Overview of Chapter Four
With consideration for the limits of the study and the methods to ensure
validity of the findings, chapter four will present the descriptions of teachers and
children at work through observation data. The history of the process will be
chronicled through documents. The voices of the participants, as captured through
interviews, give life to the case. Taken together, the data corroborate the essence of
the phenomenon and the themes that emerged from it. Chapter five examines the data
in the context of the implications of public school choice in an era of standards-based
education as a reform mechanism.
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CHAPTER TV
THE CASE STUDY

Introduction
The purpose of this study is to provide a living context for discussion of
public school choice at the elementary level. In order to give voice to the theoretical
background presented in chapter two, this chapter is divided into two major sections.
The first section is descriptive, creating a picture of Pleasantville’s elementary
schools and describing its history. The latter is found in documentation and through
interviews with those who have played key roles in bringing this model to its current
state of development. The second section points out the themes that arose from the
data. These should stimulate further discussion.

A View of Pleasantville and the Development of Its Choice Program

Pleasantville’s History: Laying the Foundation for Choice
Pleasantville’s history goes back to colonial times, settled and part of a
neighboring town for over a century. Pleasantville was incorporated as a separate
entity in 1735. The community’s history for the next two centuries was centered on
its agriculture. Farming, particularly dairy farms and apple orchards, was its
hallmark. The routing of a railroad through the town in the eighteenth century began
a pattern of growth that continues today (Pleasantville Historical Society, 1974).
In 1951, a major highway was built outside the nearest major city.
Immediately following this construction, many new technologically-based industries
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were built along this corridor. The intersection of this highway and another major
highway is only ten miles away from Pleasantville. As a result, many new citizens
began to move into town. This influx of new families changed the landscape of the
town forever. A quiet farming community quickly became a suburban residential
area for many who enjoyed the peacefulness of the area and could easily commute to
their jobs. As a result, town resources were quickly brought under stress, including
schools that were found inadequate to accommodate the many new children who
enrolled in the system. By 1953, it was necessary to build new schools, and the
journey toward a public elementary school choice system began (Pleasantville
Historical Society, 1974).
It is important to note that choice in schooling means many things (see chapter
two). For the purpose of this case, the choice being studied is intradistrict choice or
open enrollment, where all families may choose their schools within space-available
parameters (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Weiss in Fuller & Elmore, 1996). Pleasantville has
two choice options available. First is the open enrollment system, and second is an
interdistrict choice. Pleasantville has accepted students from other communities as
long as it has been enabled to do so by law. It was important to the interviewees in
the study to differentiate between these two types of choice. Therefore, in the
instances of the data that follow, where the word choice has been used the reader
should assume this refers to open enrollment.
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Changes in Population Bring Open Enrollment to Schools
with an Alternative Approach at Homestead School
Pleasantville had been known for centuries as a town of traditional values and
practices. The schools were typical for American suburban schools in the 1950’s,
using a teacher-directed, textbook-guided approach. However, many new families
with a more liberal perspective came to town and were dissatisfied with these
traditional structures. Michael Johnson, acting superintendent of the Pleasantville
School District during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, recalled that the new assistant
superintendent of schools wondered if there weren’t some way to satisfy this group,
without alienating those residents who held more traditional views of schooling.
Still wrestling with shrinking space, the school board members, as reflected in
the minutes of their September 30,1970 meeting, debated how the schools should be
configured to accommodate all the children. Their proposed solution to the problem
was to put certain grade clusters together in different schools, rather than have grades
one-through-six neighborhood schools. This idea was not well received by the public
at that meeting, and so the board chose to further study the issue.
A group of parents began working with the assistant superintendent of
schools and other school personnel to create a vision for a school, in light of the fact
that a new school was being built. The new school facility was not to be the home of
this alternative program; rather, an existing facility would be targeted as the site for
an alternative approach. According to David Peterson, principal of the Homestead
School where this new instructional approach would be implemented, the group
began shaping their vision.
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Some of the proposed basic tenets of the school were quite different from
those already in existence in the town. The school’s governance would be site-based,
a very radical approach for the time. All members of the school community would
have a voice in its goals and policies in a town meeting format. This format was to
include parents, teachers, the principal, and students. David was to have, and still
does have, one vote in the overall governance of the school. Since the whole
community was to have an equal say in the school, it was decided that everyone
should be considered as equals, on a first-name basis. The staff, parents, and children
would be encouraged to address one another using first names rather than titles and
last names for adults, another radical approach for this time and place.
The next area to be tackled was instruction. Working with Caleb Gottengo, a
proponent of the ‘open classroom’ model which had been tried with mixed reviews in
the 1960’s, the group worked to develop a model for instruction that would be quite
different from the textbook-driven, teacher-directed models used town-wide. The
approach was to be integrated and hands-on. They asked for and received permission
to utilize money designated for staffing the arts and physical education in a different
way. Consultants, with the assistance of parent volunteers, replaced the traditional
itinerant teachers for these subjects. These teachers would not have a fixed schedule
of separate lessons for these subjects. They would instead work with the classroom
teachers to integrate the arts and physical education into other content areas. Parent
volunteers would help with the integration of content areas with which classroom
teachers might have some difficulty.
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Today, the arts remain as central to the work of children and teachers at
Homestead School. A handout received while I joined a tour with a prospective
parent outlines some of the Homestead’s school handbook. The section titled, “What
is Learning Meant to Be Like?” captures the essence of the learning experience and
the role of the arts as central to the other disciplines.
Everyone at [Homestead] is considered both a student
and a teacher. Learning experiences are intended to
engage children in a thoughtful, active, participatory
way. The development of artistic expression (verbal,
visual, musical, theatrical) is interwoven with the
teaching of academic skills. Learning experiences are
created to provide cross grade level interaction and
utilize integrated curricula and thematic approaches
(Homestead School, personal communication, no date).
The document, corroborated by teacher and parent interviews, goes on to
describe the school’s commitment to mutual respect for all members of its learning
community. Parents are very actively involved and are encouraged, along with their
children, to provide instructional support for the teaching staff. These basic tenets
also lent themselves to the development of alternative assessments. Children do not
receive report cards, unless requested by parents. Parent-teacher conferences,
supported by demonstrations and displays of student learning and work, are the key
components of assessment at the school. Classrooms and hallways are full of
displays showing artistic renderings of curricular concepts. Mathematical patterns are
shown in decorative prints and weaving projects indicative of African and Mayan
cultures.
Classroom observations also confirmed Homestead’s focus on the arts. In
Martha Simpson’s second grade classroom, the children were finishing up a study of
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Pleasantville’s history. After Martha read a picture book. Tin Lizzie, to the group,
there was a class comparison of the book and the early twentieth century history of
the town. The children had worked on a variety of projects in the course of the
theme, one of which was drawings of architecture in Pleasantville. Martha
encouraged the children to think of the aesthetics and quality of their work and to
“[cjhoose what you think is your best work for framing.” Other student works on
display in the classroom demonstrated tie-ins between art and content area learning:
paintings of leopards (done in conjunction with a study of animals), cut paper
collages (responses to the work of children’s author/illustrator, Eric Carle), and
drawings of book covers from titles they had self-selected for personal reading time.
Frances Klein’s fifth graders were very involved in a variety of projects when
I arrived in their classroom. Frances floated about this busy environment, facilitating,
encouraging, and nudging the children to work carefully on their artistic renderings of
Mayan culture and land formations, a part of a geology study that would accompany
research projects due for presentation in a week. These practices continue to be the
cornerstones of Homestead’s ‘non-traditional’ program offerings, as envisioned by
the planning group.
After a long and arduous process, the parent-school planning group presented
their findings to the school committee, which approved the plan for open enrollment
in 1972. The superintendent and school committee agreed that as many requests for
placement in a particular school as could possibly be honored should be. A key
component of this open enrollment system was the commitment on the part of the
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school district to provide transportation to and from any school, no matter where a
child lived (Baker, 1990). Thus, open enrollment began.

The Distinctions of Open Enrollment: Evolution or Revolution?
Open enrollment is guided by some parameters, according to Pleasantville’s
policy on open enrollment. Written when the practice was approved and revised as
necessary along the way, the policy outlines several factors considered priorities for
granting parents their first choice: siblings in the school, ability to walk to school, and
program availability. Those who require English as a Second Language programs are
limited to two schools. Center School and Academy School. These schools are on
opposite sides of town, so there can be some proximity to a child’s home rather than
asking all children from one side of town to be bussed across town unless strongly
resisted by the parent. Not all special education programs are available in all schools.
Due to low incidences of students with particular needs, parents’ choices can be
limited by the availability of the program (Pleasantville School District, personal
communication, 1988). Earlier copies of the policy (1972,1983) addressed the issues
of overcrowding and under enrollment, using procedures to seat children according to
lower priorities on a parent’s list at Kindergarten registration. However, in 1988, it
became apparent that equitable distribution of students in the available space would
require a lottery system, carefully designed, using the key parameters of the open
enrollment policy (Pleasantville School District, personal communication, 1988).
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Cheryl Dymond, a teacher at Community School, also noted a factor the town
was able to consider thanks to the open enrollment system. As she noted from her
classroom, looking toward the window:
Right through these woods [outside the window] is the
Academy School. These two schools were built on land
the town already owns, since neighborhood was not a
consideration. Needless to say, that saved us a lot of
money by not buying land or a lot of aggravation by
having to take over land by eminent domain. But,
we’re locked into choice by geography. There is no
such thing as a neighborhood school, so it would not be
easy to split up the population by neighborhoods. Some
people think that would save us money, but I think
they’re wrong about that.

The initial distinctions of open enrollment were traditional versus nontraditional school models (Baker, 1990). The word ‘traditional’ was used quite
frequently by many of the participants in the study, and in many ways. For some, it
was used interchangeably with the word ‘structure.’ Most equate these terms with a
model of teaching and learning that relies heavily on textbooks and teacher direction,
with lots of skill-oriented homework. For others, it had to do with perceptions of
overall discipline. Parents from two of the schools especially noted their perceptions
with regard to discipline and whether or not the emphasis on student choice in the
learning process was equivalent to a ‘free-for-all’ atmosphere.
In looking at three of the other four schools, it would be more appropriate to
note that their distinguishing features evolved over time, rather than being the result
of a revolution of ideas extremely different from those already established in the
community. To that end, allowing each school the autonomy it needed to define itself
was an important part of the process in the early establishment of the open enrollment
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system (Baker, 1990). Baker (1990) also noted that, “... sure enough each school
evolved toward different points on the spectrum, from liberal to middle-of-the-road to
traditional” (p. 45).

Academy School
The Academy School was built in the late 1960’s, as Homestead and Parkside
could no longer house all the children rapidly moving into town with their families.
This school’s focus began as a traditional one, yet, it has evolved with a change in
leadership in 1988. As noted in chapter one. Academy’s printed distinction is its
attention to the social curriculum: respect and responsibility. Other distinguishing
features are its racial and ethnic diversity. This is due mostly to its establishment as
the first site for an English as a Second Lanuguage program. Karen Lieberman, the
principal of the school, noted in her interview that, “Twenty percent of our population
is from international families. We have twenty-seven languages from thirty-three
countries,” statistics she cited from a recent report she had written about the school.
Respect for others is an extremely important personal value of hers. It permeates the
school building through the use of signs and a variety of other practices. She
describes her school:
Well I like to see us, and I think we’ve been
described, as the school that is structurally probably
right in the middle. We do not tend to one particular
approach or the other. We tend to keep a lot of what we
discovered works well and add some new things, as we
feel and try them out, that work. We’re a school that
likes to know what the scope and sequence is, even
though it is not neat in reality, and so we have, we are
in the process now in our school improvement plan of
defining what kinds of skills and abilities the first grade
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will have, what comprehension and phonics skills will
the second grade have by the time we finish teaching or
reading.
... We’ve done the same thing with math, where
our one unique quality is that we have decided four
years ago to adopt Everyday Math, (the) University of
Chicago math program. We were unhappy with the
eclectic nature of our math program, but wanted to
maintain our philosophy of a hands-on approach to
learning. ...The other thing that we’ve decided...and
then there’s again, that scope and sequence that we
enjoy, so know what third grade students are going to
be finished doing and we can start, knowing that we
would have to go back and, naturally, go forward.
The second difference at Academy School is how its goal of mutual respect is
addressed. In the main entrance area, signs spell out the foundations. A sampling of
them follows:
•

The Finest Children in the World Pass Through These
Halls

•

Safety and Health: We must all feel safe in order to be
willing to take risks to learn and grow.

•

Respect: We must model and teach respect each other and
our environment at all times.

In practice, Karen initiated a monthly Community Meeting, where these values
are addressed. These meetings take place on the first Thursday of the month, for
about 20 - 30 minutes. Presentations on special programs are often given, as was
the case when I observed a meeting. The community was embarking on being
hosts for the Chernobyl Children’s Project, a summer visitation by children from
Chernobyl where they can enjoy staying with host families while getting medical
treatment by physicians for the effects of cancers caused by the 1990 nuclear
disaster. In addition to presentations, a child or staff member shares a talent, a
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component designed to teach respectful attention and appreciation for diversity
from the student body. Karen spoke to the main purpose of the Community
Meeting in her interview:
The other thing we have are community meetings
monthly at which we talk about some of our basic
values. We have spent a couple of years as a staff
talking about behavior and all kinds of behaviors that
were most important to us in the school. We were able
to synthesize it down to four main behaviors, and then
what actions would follow under each of those
behaviors and at those community meetings we talk
about those values and what we see if people were
respectful to people, what kinds of conversations would
be hear.
Central to Academy’s focus on respect and responsibility is the concept of
knowing and being known. Karen greets the children each morning as they arrive,
often stopping to be sure that a parent driving his/her child to school is greeted as
well. Many of the classes at Academy are looping classes; Linda Adams’ class is just
such a place. Not only does Linda use the curriculum and materials that the school
has chosen to meet district initiatives, she also embraces the values central to the
school. She conducts a daily classroom meeting with her second graders. During this
time, the children have an opportunity to share their personal news to which the
others may respond. Linda ensures that the children listen respectfully and ask
questions of those who share. She asks children to rephrase questions so that they are
more focused and appropriate.
This is not to say that other schools do not focus on respectful and responsible
learners. However, as Linda phrased it, “Everybody has caring and respect as part of
their vision. Dr. Lieberman raises it to another level because of who she is.
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Community School
On the more traditional end of the spectrum of schools lie the Central and
Community schools. Both were built in the late 1960’s, using identical plans, on
different sides of town. Community School was built first,and was part of the group
of schools, at the start of open enrollment, considered to be a traditional school. Paul
James, the principal of the school, is a quiet, unpretentious individual who likes to
think of his school as having evolved in some respects while having held fast to the
values of a more traditional school, a need that he sees his school filling for its
constituents:
I think it just evolved. It evolved with the
personalities of the staff, the principal, the parents. I
don’t believe there was any intent on the part of any of
the schools to become any particular kind of school. I
think there were times throughout the years that perhaps
administration wanted schools to be very
distinguishable and perhaps a certain philosophy
approach but there was never any grant planned or any
scheme that school A would be this kind, school B
would be this kind. I think it just has evolved and
what’s happened is that because many principals have
been in the system for so long that why [Community]
has just evolved into what it is, is because of the people
who are here.
Because of the open enrollment, we have been
given, or we have had a certain degree of autonomy
over the years to move in different directions, but, I
never set out to be a particular kind of school. As
things develop, as you became aware of the educational
practices [we] just kind of modified and changed and
introduce some things. In some cases it may be
somewhat different than other schools, in other cases it
may be similar.
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Community School’s written philosophy is summed up in a graphic organizer
that is the final page of a handout given to parents at their Open House gathering.
Figure 5 is a reproduction of that graphic:

PrincipalStudent
Interaction

Games
Quizzes
Awards
Principal's Challenge
Problem of the Week
Do You Know the
Answer?

Curriculum
Activities
Oral Reading
Classroom
Visits
Panther
Awards
Birthday Cards

Varied
Motivating
Challenging

S,

f
School-Wide
Activities
Clubs
Intramurais
Talent Show
Activity Day

c

-

Parent Involvement

Community School
Values

PTO
School Council
Volunteers
Newsletters
School Directory
School Activities
Social Events
Fundraisers

Caring
Self Esteem
Life-Long Learning
School Community
Student and Parent
Involvment

r

\

r
Grade Level Activities

School-Wide Activities
Student Council
Cooperative Learning
Helpers
School Store
Inter-Grade Projects

Enrichment
Programs
Assemblies
Field Trips
Special Guests

Plays
Chorus
6th Grade Musical
Parties
Projects
Band

Figure 5. Reproduction of Community School’s Philosophy Graphic Organizer
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Many of the activities described above are considered to be traditional elementary
school activities. His school reflects a more ‘traditional’ approach as defined by the
participants, where much of the activities are teacher-directed and textbook-driven.
Three classrooms were observed at that school and, in two cases, this was the case.
In Cheryl Dymond’s sixth grade class, the children worked as a whole class
on many activities. Upon entering the classroom in the morning, they know to check
the chalkboard for “Before School Work,” a math assignment on that day. Many of
the lessons observed were whole group, directed by the teacher; i.e., review of math
homework and reteaching subtraction with regrouping fractions, review of spelling
and grammar together, the teacher reading aloud to the class from a trade book and
asking comprehension questions.
A similar scenario was found in Mary Lewiston’s third grade classroom.
“Before School Work,” group read-aloud and discussion, whole group worksheet
practice, and a whole group math lesson were part of a morning’s activities for this
class.
The third classroom observed was a Kindergarten classroom. Kathleen Ford,
teacher of the class, had a full-time assistant in her room enabling her to use both
whole group and small group activities. The children were allowed to visit centers
where they could choose activities, yet the day was very much orchestrated by the
teacher. She assigned the groups to their centers, and chose who would go outside
with a parent ‘naturalist’ volunteer to explore the ecosystem surrounding the school.
These traditional or “old-fashioned” methods, as characterized by Community
School parent Marion Farnsworth, are embraced by both teachers and parents at that
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school. In Marion’s case the decision was quite clear, “My son is in special
education. I have very strong feelings about this. He needs a teacher-led
environment that is highly organized. That’s why I chose Community.”
Cheryl Dymond pointed out the contests and challenges that the teachers use
in the school as what make them viewed as “the competitive school.” She also noted
that, “We are demanding of our students, we have high expectations.” The use of
graded report cards, not used at Homestead or Parkside Schools, was also something
she noted as a tradition that attracted parents with more conservative views.
Marion Lewiston commented that ‘traditional’ also carried with it a cultural
value. “We encourage manners, caring, and respect Those traditions are important
to our parents.” She also felt that every child’s having has his/her own desk, versus
working at tables in groups, was important to some parents. “Kids also need to be
able to work independently. We try to foster that here, as well as working in groups.
Maybe that’s why we’re known as the competitive school.”
What was most fascinating to me about Community School was that there is a
second choice for parents once they arrive - multiage classes. While Community is
considered a very traditional school, multiage grouping patterns are more progressive
in nature. It was an interesting mix of tradition and innovation. Nancy Carlson had
one daughter participate in the multiage program in grades one and two “... at a time
when she needed the security of knowing one teacher for two years.” She was
grateful for that second choice in her daughter’s early years. After that time, she
noted that she felt it was important for her daughter to experience a variety of
teachers and teaching styles.

133

There are four classes that involve grades one and two, three and four, and
five and six. Cheryl Dymond noted that the curriculum and instructional practices are
“similar in style” to the graded classes. According to Paul James, this is a result of
the fact that “Community is an eclectic school. We’ll try most anything that works
for us. Multiage classes seem to be popular for building a child’s self-esteem through
having a single teacher for two years.”

Central School
The Central School was built in 1971, using the same plans as Community
School. Community School is located on the western side of town, and Central’s
facility mirrors it on the eastern side. Their major defining principle, as described in
their literature for parents, is a Whole Language basis for reading instruction.
“Listening, speaking, reading, and writing are developed simultaneously, and a
multi sensory, systematic approach to teaching and presenting skills is employed.”
However, a caveat is included for those who have heard the rhetoric of the whole
language versus phonics debate (see chapter two): “Additional instruction in phonics
is provided for students who need it.”
The classrooms did reflect a Whole Language philosophy in their use of print
in the room. In both the first and fourth grade classrooms where formal observations
took place, there was a wealth of print in the room. Much of it was teacher-made or
commercially produced; student work, however, was also sprinkled throughout.
Central School classes observed were ones in which teacher direction was
balanced with student choice. In the fourth grade class, a whole group reading lesson
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was followed by choice activities. Teacher Carl Lawton gave the children a sheet
listing five activities from which to choose in response to the trade book they were
reading together. In Diane Irwin’s first grade classroom, a whole group shared
language time was followed by activities that included items required by the teacher
and choices the students could make. The children worked quite comfortably and on
task with these independent activities, making it possible for the teacher to call the
children to a table to read aloud individually and to answer some questions about
what they had read.
Much of Central School’s instruction is thematically based. The parent
handouts list themes, which are mostly science-based by grade level. The children
also have the opportunity to work with parent volunteers in a “Naturalist in
Residence” program, also at Academy School, exploring the ecosystem outside the
school. The children often write about their experiences with science. Ann Williams,
parent of a Central sixth grader, talked enthusiastically about how her daughter
learned about Ancient Egypt through an integrated theme study.
Margaret Short, Central School’s principal, is viewed by many as the driving
force behind Central’s attention to balance between student choice and teacher
direction. Margaret remembered when she was hired, after the open enrollment
system was firmly in place, “The teachers were very interested in a philosophical
match.” She described the school as “very traditional” when she came on board. The
teachers were interested in trying some new things, and she gave them the
opportunity to go out to conferences and observe other classrooms. Together, they
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decided that they wanted to revamp their reading and math programs. After two
years of work, they embarked on the journey leading to the place they are today.
However, she also recounted having to tell some teachers that they had to be
on board with the school’s overall philosophy when she met with some resistance to
changes being made. Both parents and teachers mentioned Margaret’s leadership in
the school. Carl Lawton talked about the fact that Margaret “gives us latitude” in
executing the curriculum. He also noted that when the school district has an early
release day each Thursday, Margaret would offer staff development opportunities,
“...there was an expectation that we would participate, but it was never forced.”
Ann Williams noted Margaret’s leadership style as a factor in determining the
culture of Central School. She noted that “... the children are given choices and
freedom within structure and boundaries.” For her, the traditionalism of Central was
equated with discipline, “I’ve never seen a disruptive class.” For Barbara Jones, “the
principal” was a factor in her decision-making process: “Mrs. Short was very warm,
but it was clear she had the structure my oldest child needed.”
Shortly after Central School opened, a population decline began to take place
and it was decided that Parkside School, the oldest of the facilities, should be closed.
At the end of the 1979-1980 school year, the children were reassigned to other
schools, taking parent choices into consideration. However, this was not the end of
Parkside’s history, as the next generation would require the use of that space once
again.
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Parkside Reopens - A Concept School is Built from the Grass Roots
As the population in the 1990’s experienced a resurgence, space once again
became a problem requiring resolution. It soon became apparent that Parkside School
would have to be reopened as an elementary school. The question: what kind of
school should it become? Were there models in the district from which it could draw
upon, based on the seeming educational needs of the community for a traditional or
non-traditional setting, which instructional path should it follow? A large group of
parents, teachers, and administrators got together and set out to envision what this
new school should be like.
The new school opened in 1993, with a clearly defined focus. The parents and
teachers at Parkside all spoke with consistent detail regarding the school’s mission
and focus. Instructionally, its interpretation of district curriculum is project-based.
When touring the building, evidence of student projects filled the halls and gathering
spaces. Posters, artwork, and three-dimensional models used singly or in tandem
with each other describe the research in which students engage and share with others
in a variety of content areas.
Community service is a key component of life at Parkside School. It begins
within the building, as each grade is responsible for a school-wide project:
messengers, recycling, consumer reporting, school post office, school store, and
school newspaper. In grades five and six, the students are given the opportunity to
extend their learning to the larger community. The children go out bi-weekly in small
groups. According to Ken Edwards, a fifth-sixth grade teacher at the school, the
service projects include working with the elderly, the blind, delivering meals to senior
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citizens, working with the town’s Conservation Commission, taking care of strays at
the cat shelter, and presenting programs on disabilities to other students using the
Kids on the Block ’ puppets. The students keep community service journals where
they write about the experiences they have. Some writing is descriptive and some is
reflective, guided by prompts in the journal or by their teachers.
Parkside School’s core values embrace a broad view of community. As is the
case at Homestead, all children and adults are on a first-name basis. In this case, the
motivation was to bring a “family feel” to the school, as several interviewees phrased
it. Sharon Smith, principal of the school, spoke about one of Parkside’s “core
values”:
We want an atmosphere, as do the other schools, of
mutual respect. But, it’s more than that. We want our
kids to feel comfortable, to want to take risks with their
learning. In order to do that, we try to let them feel as
though this is their extended family. Usually, family is
the place where risks are taken. That’s why it is a core
value of our school. The lines are more fluid, we’re all
learners.
This sense of family/community is fostered in a variety of ways. First is the
relationship between students and staff. All classes are either multi-age or looped.
The ideal is for every child to have a two-year relationship with a teacher and a group
of classmates, however numbers and refining of practice have not always made this
possible. The parents also raise funds for teaching assistants in every classroom, so
the children can have the attention of at least one of two adults when needed. Parkside
has weekly all-school meetings, a practice they imported from Academy School.
Other cross-group activities include field trips; buddies for reading, writing, and
math; and participation in school-wide theme days.
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The sense of community is very inclusive of parents. Rather than have a PTO,
the parents work together on a variety of projects in sub-committees. The
subcommittees do a variety of tasks: organizing volunteers, publishing a monthly
school newsletter, writing grant proposals to support the school’s work (especially in
executing school-wide themes), and serving on the school improvement council.
Sharon noted that this structure is a bit unwieldy and expressed a hope of establishing
a PTO that could be an umbrella organization for the subcommittees and ensure that
the subcommittees communicate with one another in a more efficient and effective
manner, which she observed was not always the case. However, she feels strongly
that parents’ strong support of and participation in their children’s education is vital
to their success.
Parents and teachers are also invited to work together at community forum
meetings, which Sharon describes as “community conversations.” She also stated
that the agendas for these meetings are flexible. Topics of interest to the whole
community are pursued. Some meetings are the kind where everyone meets and
discusses an issue or works on a project; others involve the use of outside consultants
to provide information and stimulate discussion.
Parkside’s institution as the ‘newest’ of the five schools has been a doubleedged sword in some respects. The staff and parents were all very clear and very
consistent with their definitions of what the school was about. On the other hand,
they feel as if they are in a glass house, with everyone watching what they do and
how the community responds to their work. Thus far, their enrollment has shown that
their philosophy has filled a need in the community. This is evidenced by school
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committee meeting minutes reflecting enrollment and by an informal conversation I
had with the school district’s registrar.
Ann-Marie Dartmouth, a parent of children at Parkside, spoke of another
contrast in the school’s growth. She served on the original planning committee and
spoke with great excitement and enthusiasm about the process of getting started. As
she, grades one and two teacher Kirsten Underhill, and Sharon all noted, the planning
and opening of the school required a great deal of time and energy to accomplish.
Once the plan was approved, in November 1992, the work to get the school ready
began. Some tenants had to be notified that they would no longer be able to rent
space, and others had to move to other spaces in the building. The building was in
disrepair and lacked many of the basic necessities. Sharon mused, “Our first year of
operation was on a shoestring, but we made it work.” Kirsten and Ann-Marie
remembered soliciting donations of materials and the countless number of nights and
weekends during the summer months that parents came with tools and talent, building
shelves and reading lofts, cleaning old desks and chairs brought out from storage, and
doing what they could to fill shelves with books and hands-on materials that would
help them realize their dreams.
In September 1993, the school reopened and the staff embarked on their
journey to fill a need for more space and more options. However, all this excitement
and momentum at the school’s opening is beginning to wane, as noted by Ann-Marie,
Kirsten, and Sharon. They all wondered if this shift into a sense of routine will
impact the school in the years to come. Time may indeed cause some shifts in the
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school, as it has for the other schools as noted below. This and other themes that
emerged from the data are the focus of the next section.

Thematic Contexts Derived from the Data

“Just How Much Choice Do Parents Have and
How Different Can Elementary Schools Be From Each Other?”
Ted Birmingham, a parent of two children who attend the Community School,
asked this question somewhat rhetorically. However, it really captures the essence of
the study. Jane Hillsburg, Superintendent of the Pleansantville Schools, also
wondered aloud about this issue. When asked what she would like to gain from this
study, her reply was, “...to determine really if the promise of choice is what it is, if
the reality lives up to the promise.” Ted was also quick to add that, “...one school
would have been a horrible choice for my oldest child without choice.”
The other issue with open enrollment in Pleasantville is the reality of how
much choice is available. Several respondents from all groups spoke of the fact that
local realtors use open enrollment as a selling point. Essentially, open enrollment
functions best for incoming Kindergartners during the annual registration period.
Families moving into town with older children have more limits due to space
constraints. Pleasantville is currently in the process of a second attempt at passing a
bond issue to build a new school to house the students at Homestead School, and an
addition to the Pleasantville School. The first vote failed in February 1998. The
second vote is scheduled for December 1998. How much choice parents have is a
question that has two answers in this case: (1) the literal sense in which space is a
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factor, and (2) the programmatic sense in which parents decide based on the school’s
mission and goals.
Choice programs are often thematically oriented, as with magnet schools. If
this is the case in a particular district, the schools often have a particular content
focus: arts, science and technology, etc. However, the magnet school concept is
utilized almost exclusively at the secondary level. Whether or not this approach is
appropriate for elementary school students would certainly be subject to debate.
Young children usually don’t exhibit particular propensities in a certain field, except
in rare cases of giftedness, and many elementary school experts would argue for a
more broad-based approach to discovery of many fields and topics (see chapter two
for a detailed discussion, particularly in reference to Boyer’s Basic School model).
As the literature in chapter two points out, it is more common for elementary
schools to deviate in either central or enabling variables (Conley, 1993): instructional
methodologies and assessments, or grouping configurations. Specific content foci for
elementary school choice were not discovered in the literature research conducted for
this study. As the descriptions of the schools through the documentation,
observations, and interviews demonstrate above, often the differences are a bit
muddy. However, the differences seem to fall under two different categories:
instructional practice, and culture. For most, instruction was the first consideration,
followed by culture.
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Choosing the Right School: Instructional Practice First
The parents take this role quite seriously. Several of them said that finding
the right school for their children was a daunting task, comparing it with their own
experiences of choosing a college for themselves or their older children. They
unanimously agreed that the latter was easier than the former. Asking them to recall
their first experience with choice, they chose one of two paths. The first path was the
path of least resistance. They talked with neighbors and friends and made some
preliminary decisions about a certain two or three schools they might consider and
attended the open houses and tours offered by those schools. Others chose to give all
the schools a fair opportunity for consideration, and attended the events offered by all
of them.
Using a broad brush to paint the picture, instructional practice came to the
forefront as the first consideration. In this area, the choice for the parents boils down
to an open, constructivist model supported by non-traditional assessment or a more
teacher-directed, textbook-driven (or packaged-program-driven) model assessed by
traditional letter-grade-based report cards. When looking at the picture this way, the
choice would narrow down to two or three schools. If their preference was for a
constructivist model, then the choice would be between Homestead School and
Parkside School. If they preferred a more traditional approach, the choice would be
between Academy, Central, or Community schools. Once that basic decision was
made, the choice would then come down to cultural issues.
It was interesting to note that culture played an important role in the beginning
of the decision-making process. Four parents mentioned that their discomfort with
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children being on a first-name basis with the adults was far too uncomfortable for
them to consider Parkside or Homestead. Three of those same parents and one other
parent characterized those schools as being “too loose,” referring to their propensity
for constructivism and student empowerment in the learning process. For them, the
instructional style and culture are connected.
Carol Anderson, a parent from Homestead School, pointed to these same
issues as the reasons why she chose Homestead. When asked if she could separate
those two aspects out, she thought they were linked at Homestead in such a way that
it would not be possible. So while most made their preliminary decision based on
instruction, some found that culture was just as important. The cultural issues used in
the first level of decision-making yielded similar results to those from the
instructional criteria. Most parents limited their choice to either Homestead or
Parkside over Academy, Central, or Community or vice versa.
Having eliminated some of the schools from their choices, parents then found
they had to refine their decisions. This was the point in which the school’s culture
played an important role and thus, a theme for data analysis.

Refining the Decision: How Does the School ‘Feel?’
The next criterion that parents must grapple with - which can best be
described as the culture of the school - was often recounted by all the participants as
more difficult than the instructional criterion. This is a difficult way to gauge which
school is the best for a family because of the intangible nature of it. Teachers and
administrators often tell anxious parents that they will know it when they’ve reached
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the right decision. As Paul James, principal of Community School, describes it.
There s a certain feeling that can’t be put into words. Parents have told me over and
over again that when they came here and met the staff, they knew immediately that
this was the right school for them.”

The Role of the Principals in Defining the Schools9 Culture
The principals all seem to play an important role in defining their schools’
culture. Parents and teachers said they were sure the schools might be a bit different
with different leaders, or that the principal was a significant factor in making the
decision. Paul James remembered that a parent at an open house asked him if his
attire that evening (sport jacket, shirt and tie, and slacks) was typical of what he wore
to work. When Paul answered affirmatively, he recalled the parent’s reaction as,
“That’s good.”
At Academy School, Linda Adams recalled the transition from their former
principal to Karen Lieberman’s tenure. “We always said we believed in respect. All
the schools do. When Dr. Lieberman arrived, she placed a far greater emphasis on it.
It’s especially noticeable with the parents. She really listens to them.”
Parent Ginger Ashe noted, “The principal makes the school. Dr. Lieberman
meets the children when they get off the bus. She’s like a mother. That’s not a
feeling I got with any of the others.”
As noted above, Margaret Short was mentioned by several as the reason why
Central School has developed the focus it has. Margaret views the process as one that
came from the teachers. Her role was to give them the tools they needed to
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implement what they wanted and “...to move those along who needed a nudge. If we
were going to be a certain kind of school, then we all needed to be on the same page.”
Carl Lawton, grade four teacher, noted that even though everyone was to be
on the same page, Margaret gave them latitude, encouraging them to seek out
professional development opportunities. Diane Irwin, grade one teacher, also noted
the balance between Margaret’s leadership and teacher input into decisions: “She let
us choose what reading and math materials we thought were best for us.”
At Homestead and Parkside, there was less emphasis on the role of the
principal in shaping the school. As mentioned earlier, Homestead’s governance
structure only allows David Peterson one vote along with parents and staff. The
participants from Homestead spoke of the school in terms of the whole community.
Carol Anderson, Homestead parent, noted her affinity for the voice that parents have
in the school, that the school is laterally run.
At Parkside, the original research and development project leading to the
school’s mission was a group effort. The parents and teachers referred time and again
to the words ‘community’ and ‘family’ when referring to the defining features of the
school. The school’s literature describes the core values as belonging to Parkside or
expresses them as the views of “the staff” (Parkside Visitor’s Guide, 1997-98).
The absence of emphasis on the principal at these two schools in the data is
not to diminish their importance in the overall running of the school. It is their
commitment to shared governance and community that enables the school to function
to the degree that it does.
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The data about the role of the principals and their affect on shaping the
schools supports the work of Lawrence Lezotte, Ronald Edmonds, and Albert
Mamary in the Effective Schools Movement discussed in chapter two. While all the
principals engage their staffs and parents in the educational process, they are key
players in shaping their schools. This was especially noted at Academy and Central
Schools, where, in each case, the hiring of a new principal changed the direction of
the school.
I held two interviews with parents who consciously chose to send their
children to two different schools. Both cited instructional and cultural reasons for
their choices. In the case of Laura Beaulieu, her first child went to Central School as
a result of the lottery system. Her family moved into Pleasantville when her daughter
was in second grade. Since the realtor had used open enrollment as a selling point,
she recalled being extremely frustrated with the system at the time. However, her
child fit in comfortably, established friends, and was extremely happy. Therefore,
Laura did not choose to push the issue. When her second child became Kindergarten
age, Laura chose to send her to Parkside School, her school of choice for the first
child. She noticed that the environment of Parkside fit this child very well. However,
when the youngest child came along, she went back to Central School for his
placement. She stated, “In hindsight, having children in two schools so I could
compare the environments was a good thing. I knew my son needed an environment
that was more structured than Parkside, that Central School would be the better place
for him.”
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Barbara Jones was another parent who chose to send her children to two
different schools. The two older children went to Academy School, where Barbara
described the approach as a “developmental focus.” When the third child came
along, she looked at Central School, which was closer to home, and “more structured.
It was an environment where I felt [she] would be challenged more. She likes to
work alone. She can do that here and the challenge has been something she needed.”
It is clear that the parents with whom I spoke formally and informally
expended a great deal of time and effort on researching the schools, learning as much
as they could about their culture and instructional practice. Armed with a parent’s
knowledge of their children, they made a decision that was comfortable for them.

Confusion of Culture and Instruction: Observing Classrooms in Action
Much of my data collection was done during the period when parents are
invited to tour the schools. On two occasions, I was also observing classrooms when
parents came in to visit, so I was able to observe the observers. They looked with
great interest at what the students were engaged in, what the teacher was doing at the
time, and at the classroom displays. One parent remarked that she had seen a similar
activity in the classroom she was in at another school, and wanted to know how they
were different. If the observation data were to be taken out of context, they would
confirm this parent’s observation. However, this is also quite understandable.
On any given day in any given school, one is liable to find a variety of
instructional techniques being used in classrooms. In my two-plus decades of school
administration, I can say that with absolute certainty. Teachers who are empowered
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to make instructional decisions with regard to content and pedagogy will often move
various repertoires about to match the content of the lesson and the needs of their
students (Saphier, 1993). This is true of any school, whether there is a defined
mission or not.
The confusion for the uninitiated is the relationship between instructional
practice and school focus. Parents repeatedly mentioned in their interviews a sense of
confusion about the schools resulting after the tours, especially if they went on all
five of them. It was more the exception than the rule to visit a classroom and find an
exact manifestation of the school’s focus in practice. More often, there would be a
mix.
Martha Simpson’s second grade class at Homestead was an example of this
conflict. Although she alluded to a classroom theme on the history of Pleasantville, a
morning mathematics lesson on time and reading the clock was very teacher driven,
with children practicing skills and demonstrating their answers on a worksheet.
During reading time, the children worked in groups with trade books. Some children
left the room to work with an assistant Others remained in the room to read with the
teacher. It was very typical of other reading lessons I have observed over the years.
The children took turns reading aloud interspersed with comprehension questions and
answers directed by the teacher. Yet, the classroom displays, as described above,
were indicative of the school ’s focus on art as a common thread throughout the
curriculum.
On a visit to Parkside School, I visited Ken Edwards’ fifth/sixth grade multi¬
age classroom. A large part of the time I spent there was during a mathematics
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lesson. The math lesson was more didactic in nature than project-oriented, essentially
a review of homework designed to reinforce the geometry concepts associated with
triangles. In his interview following the observation, teacher Ken Edwards noted that
while Parkside is a project-based curriculum school,
... not everything we do here is a project. I
would say that about seventy-five percent of what we
do is project-based. There are times when we need to
be more didactic, when specific lessons must be taught
to help our students learn specific skills that will help
them with their inquiry into other areas.”

Other contradictions were noted in some of the other schools. Community
School, which is known for its textbook driven approach, does not rely solely on
textbooks for instruction. Both the third and sixth grade classrooms’ reading lessons
were based on trade books. The third grade classroom also used hands-on
manipulatives for mathematics instruction. The children worked on understanding
place value with base ten blocks.
There were classrooms where the activities did mirror the school’s philosophy
quite clearly. In Frances Klein’s fifth grade class at Homestead, the focus of much of
the day was working on projects in conjunction with social studies and science
themes. A look at the daily schedule on the chalkboard revealed that other lessons
were more teacher-directed. An hour block was devoted to mathematics. I did not
see all of this lesson, but Frances stated that math time is a more teacher-directed time
than other parts of the day: “Our math instruction is a mix of investigations with
traditional lessons. Some skills must be taught in a traditional way.” The piece that I
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did observe involved working with fractions, where the children were working on
worksheets to demonstrate their learning.
Academy School’s observation data yielded similar results. Linda Adams’
second grade class, in its second year of a two-year loop, was a class in which a solid
relationship between teacher and children was evident. One of the children even
called Linda, “Mom,” when she came to her to ask a question. They both had a good
chuckle over the slip. Ann used a class meeting to begin her day, allowing the
children to share stories from their personal lives as they wished, fostering good
listening skills and questioning techniques from the children. A science lesson
involved a group brainstorming process on what the children wanted to learn about
plants. A hands-on session of observing dry and wet (having soaked for a day) lima
beans with hand lenses followed the group activity. She encouraged the children to
“think like scientists” and “record your data on a sheet of paper for your science
folder.” The children drew pictures of what they observed and labeled them.
Elaine Sousa’s fourth grade class was a bit more structured. The children
were split into two groups, one going off to the computer lab for part of a block while
the others remained behind to work on reading assignments. However, there was
evidence that the children did engage in hands-on activities and open-ended
approaches for language arts, integrated with social studies. The children were to
make an item using a craft technique from the Colonial period of American history; a
long-term homework assignment. This craft was to be the focus of an oral
presentation to the class.
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In Carl Lawton’s fourth grade class at Central School, the children had just
completed a study of explorers. Their final project was to design a front page of a
newspaper focusing on the explorer they researched in pairs. Three pairs presented
their reports orally. The teacher asked them to summarize their newspaper article,
followed by questions asked by students and the teacher to elicit details from the
presenters. Carl showed me the reports when we had a break while the children
visited the library. He stated that the children learned about how newspapers are
written and that these kinds of projects incorporate reading and writing skills that are
extensions of the Whole Language focus of the school. As noted above, these
observations are supported in the documentation given to parents about Central
School.
Diane Irwin’s first grade class at Central School was also obviously Whole
Language-based. The morning circle time was actually a shared language session. A
morning message with missing letters was filled in by the children. They were given
clear contexts for this activity. First of all, it referred directly to a field trip the
children had taken the day before. There were phonetic cues in the message: first
letters of all the words were there, and dashes represented the exact number of letters
required to finish the words. During a work time that followed, the children were
asked to write about their field trip in their journals, to work on stories in progress in
their writing folders, as well as work on a math review paper and write sentences for
high-frequency spelling words. Diane pulled individual children aside to read a book
to her. She noted their miscues and attempts to correct them, and asked them
comprehension questions about what they read. All of these strategies are firmly
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rooted in Whole Language practice and integrated language arts teaching (Society for
Developmental Education, 1993; Bird, Goodman, & Goodman, 1994; Fountas &
Pinnell, 1996).
While classroom teaching in some cases clearly reflected a school’s mission
and other cases did not, what it does indicate is the balance each school maintains to
be a cohesive part of a whole system, driven by a district curriculum, and to define
and maintain its unique characteristics. This balance between competition and '
cooperation is a difficult one.

Careful Competition
These words were used by one of the administrators to describe the balance
between competition and cooperation that the schools must strike. The principals are
very careful to balance these two aspects of the open enrollment system. When asked
to describe the unique features of their schools, they all carefully considered their
answers before giving them to me. It was much easier for them to tell me what bound
them together: collegiality as a group, common curriculum themes, sharing good
ideas, etc.
As observed above, the balance between competition and cooperation is a
difficult one. A phrase I heard repeatedly from the participants was, “There’s no such
thing as a bad choice in Pleasantville.” There is a sense of pride about individual
schools, but that pride also exists for the school system as a whole in some respects.
While the schools do not openly compete for students aggressively, some
competition was apparent in the interview data. Karen Lieberman, principal of
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Academy School, phrased it this way, “Let’s face it, the staff wants to be chosen. It
encourages them to be current, to be productive.” Ward Roberts, Assistant
Superintendent for Business and Finance, concurs, “Some competition can be healthy
for a school district. When we lost some of our middle school students to a charter
school [nearby], it pushed some of the staff toward creating a project-based team.”
Teachers also seemed to agree that open enrollment kept them working toward a goal
of quality education. Linda Adams stated, “It makes us better, work harder. It also
makes people think.” Kirsten Underhill, grade two teacher at Parkside, viewed this
piece differently. “We don’t do a sell job. We are who we are. Parents make their
choices on that basis.”
The teachers looked at the actions of the principals in this area. Two of them
talked about the anticipation on the principals’ parts when the numbers for
Kindergarten enrollment came out. One of them observed, “They look for the
numbers first thing on the day they’re released. They always want to see how the
schools did and were we first, in the middle, or last?”
As for the parents, there does seem to be a sense of competition, or “rivalry”
as school board member Maryanne Waters called it. Most of the respondents spoke
of the sense of ownership the parents have for the school of their choice. Ginger
Ashe, parent from Academy School, noted, “There’s some ‘my school is better than
your school’ attitude. You want to feel that you made the right choice, so you
strongly defend it to others.” The downside of feeling good about the choice is that
some people tend to put down other schools in the process. Several interviewees
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from all the groups talked about negative comments parents have received regarding
their choices from others who chose differently.
Michael Johnson, former Acting Superintendent, and the two school
committee members also spoke about the fine line that is walked between competition
and choice. While they all embraced the idea of open enrollment, they also noted
some issues with equity. Maryanne and fellow board member, Lisa Smith, talked at
length about the common curriculum for all schools to use. However, they both felt a
strong commitment to allowing each school to determine how they will achieve the
standards. Therefore, there is a strong commitment to site-based management and
allowing principals to determine how best to spend their funds to meet schools’ their
needs.
An interesting feature of this tug between competition and cooperation is how
it has both moved the schools apart and drawn them together over the years. Michael
Johnson and many others noted that in its earliest years, the open enrollment system
was competitive to a point of almost being divisive. When the original choice was a
perceived liberal alternative to the more conservative traditional schools, there were a
lot of divisive feelings. “If you lived in [Pleasantville] in those days, you had a
position on the alternative school; for or against” (Baker, 1990, p. 44, emphasis in
original).
This divisiveness caused people to think carefully about how to reduce the
differences between the schools. First was the development of a district-wide
curriculum (Baker, 1990). However, this did not end the move to cooperate more
fully. Teachers mentioned that one of the unifying features of the schools was the
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opportunity given for grade level teachers to gather across the district to share ideas
four times each year.
The principals were unanimous in their agreement that their work together as
a collegial unit as a unifying factor. They meet weekly to discuss issues and concerns
and to share ideas. As a result, there have been programs and practices that have
migrated from school to school over the years, causing some blurring of the lines that
mark their differences. Three schools participate in a “Naturalist in Residence” '
program that trains parent volunteers to conduct lessons with the children on the
ecosystem that surrounds their schools. Academy School began a foreign language
program as an outgrowth of their attention to their internationally diverse population.
After-school classes in Japanese and German have been offered. Community School
began a Spanish program a few years afterward. Linda Smith called this a “cross¬
germination of ideas.” Maryanne Waters’ description of this process is that “every
school became a pilot for new ideas.” Anne Mayfield, a parent of two children at
Academy School, found this to be an advantage, “It’s as though we have five lab
schools. The schools have all borrowed from each other. What’s best is replicated.”
The resulting view of the schools seems to be somewhat on a continuum.
Several people from all the participant groups chose this mode for describing how the
schools balance competition and cooperation. The exact placement of the schools
from right (meaning conservative/traditional) to left (liberal/altemative) was not
always the same, but was with fairly uniform consistency as follows in figure six:
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Liberal

Conservative

Community

Central

Academy

Homestead

Parkside

(♦Community and Central would often be listed in reverse order)

Figure 6. Continuum of Pleasantville’s Schools from Conservative/Traditional
to Liberal/Non-traditional Philosophies

Both school committee members noted that this struggle for identity and
cohesiveness can be difficult on the district level. Open enrollment does have its
downside from the central office view. Since transportation for all who need it,
regardless of school attended, is a major enabling force, it has its costs. Studies have
estimated transportation expenses to be between ten and twenty thousand dollars
more than they might be without choice. However, as several interviewees noted, the
schools were not built on sites with neighborhoods in mind, for the most part. Ward
Roberts explained that while it is estimated that transportation is more expensive, he
also felt that this question would never be fully answered unless a no-choice system
were to be tried.
Gary Foster, Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum, noted that the system
gets a bit unwieldy: “We have five different reading programs and five different
math programs. There are variations in science, too. There is an element of
discomfort with that.”
The other issue in this area is equity. During some of the budget constraints
felt across the region in the 1980’s, parent groups became ardent fundraisers for their
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schools. Over the years, they have raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for
computer equipment, books and other instructional materials, furnishings, and
personnel. The result was uneven distribution of the tools necessary for providing an
equal education for all students. Superintendent Jane Hillsburg recounted a time
when one school had a tremendous amount of technology in place, while other
schools had antiquated equipment or almost none at all. She discovered that there
were “have and have-not schools through fundraising. These inequities really
bothered me. If we’re going to serve our students well, then we must serve them all
well.” She was also fearful that the community might hold back on funding for the
schools if it were perceived that independent fundraising were to finance things “that
should be the responsibility of the community.” To that end, she worked to get a
committee of people from all of the schools to agree to some guidelines for
fundraising. Essentially, money for personnel will go only for assistants, not teachers
or consultants. Other money may be spent on add-on programs such as the ones
described above (i.e., Naturalist in Residence, foreign language), but in all other
areas, the school budget will provide funding in an equitable manner for all students.
The fundraising issue is an example of how competition between and within
the schools also manifests itself in the community as a whole. How does the
community struggle with its own sense of competition versus cooperation?

Balkanization versus Community
An outgrowth of the competition/cooperation paradox is that of how parents
relate to one another when it comes to schools. A theme I attempted to tease out of
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the interviews was that of involvement by parents in the schools and whether or not
choice affected that. I was not able to get a clear sense of this from the interviews.
Research has shown that educational and socio-economic levels impact
parental participation in their children’s education (Finn & Rebarber, 1992; Ogawa &
Dutton, 1994; Sarason, 1997). In the case of Pleasantville, the average income and
educational level are on the high side. Every parent I interviewed had at least a
bachelor’s degree. Some hold master’s degrees. According to Pleasantville’s Annual
Town Report (1996) in which state generated data were published, the median
household income in 1994 was $71,647. The median price of homes, not
condominiums, was $247,300. Data from 1994 public school enrollments show the
ethnic mix to be 96% White, 2% Hispanic, and the other two percent to be comprised
of Black and “other” students (Pleasantville Annual Town Report, 1996, pp. 62-63).
These data would support the research cited above that indicates that well-educated,
higher income, non-minority parents tend to be more involved in their schools than
less-educated, poorer, minority parents.
While unable to establish a clear link between school choice and degree of
parental involvement, most interviewees agreed that choice fosters a sense of
ownership by the parents of each school. Repeatedly, interviewees from each group
mentioned parent loyalty as a powerful force, both positively and negatively, for the
schools.
On the positive side, parents expend great amounts of time, effort, and money
in their schools. Fundraisers fund classroom assistants for every one of Parkside’s
eighteen classrooms. Reading, math, and technology assistants are funded by other
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schools’ individual efforts. Karla Lindholm, a parent at Homestead School, added,
“There’s a real sense of belonging here. People will work together to accomplish a
goal.”
On the negative side, the working together seems to be focused on individual
schools to the detriment of the larger picture. Critical incidents in the school system’s
history have shown this to be the case. Jane Hillsburg acknowledged that parents
really love their individual schools, that this phenomenon is actually a “...macrocosm
of the microcosm. Our society has reached a point where people are interested in the
smallest possible unit, closest to them. In this case it is their individual child and their
individual school.”
She recounted an experience of three years ago, when the schools were forced
to make some major cuts. In order to meet the requirement, the cuts came down to
art, music, and physical education for children in grades Kindergarten through two.
Although these cuts were going to impact all the children, not all the parents were
active in protesting the cuts. She noticed:
... the people who came out were predominantly from
one school, it was fascinating. It happened to be
[Homestead], ... partly I suspect because of the way
they provide art, music and phys ed. They don’t have a
specialist who teaches it. They integrate it into their
ongoing class activities. So for them, it impacted the
[entire] staff as opposed to a small number of staff. ... I
never have checked that piece out, that’s my
assumption, my guess. [S]o that was interesting.

Most recently, this sense of Balkanization came to a head when the school
district’s need for more space faced a frustratingly close defeat. According to Jane, a
bond issue vote was defeated by three votes on the first count, and a recount showed
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it was defeated by thirty-nine votes. The plan being voted on included a new building
to replace the Homestead School and an addition and renovation to the Parkside
School. These two buildings are the oldest structures, having been built in the
1950’s, therefore they were the targets of the new construction and renovation
(Pleasantville School District, personal communication, 1998).
A newsletter published by the district for parents (1998) spoke to the issues.
First was the school committee policy of no more than twenty-two children in grades
Kindergarten through three and no more than twenty-five in grades four through six.
The newsletter stated that in many cases, the actual numbers of children in the system
exceeded these policy requirements. The classes I formally observed met or
exceeded these maximums. There was no instance in which these numbers were
significantly lower than the policy-prescribed maximum. In fourth through sixth
grade classes where I spent time and was able to count, the numbers were twenty-four
or twenty-five. In one third grade, there were twenty-eight children. Lower grades
were in the twenty-two to twenty-four student range. The newsletter cited enrollment
projections that would far exceed the buildings’ capacity by the year 2002. “We are
currently 15 students above the Building Committee’s projection for this year
(Pleasantville School District, personal communication, 1998, p. 1). The newsletter
also cited the lack of space for art and music. I witnessed carts of art supplies and
musical instruments being maneuvered through the halls by teachers in three of the
schools.
While the staff and parents at Parkside have done a wonderful job at making
the school a warm and inviting place for children, there are several examples of the
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inadequacy of this facility. The building lacks outlets and sufficient wiring to support
the technology the district is purchasing without power strips and extension cords.
Certainly, there is a need, so why did it not pass?
When asked about the vote, all the participants spoke about the divisiveness
that was a part of this process. The parents of the two schools directly affected by the
construction were very active in campaigning for the passage of the bond issue. Very
few parents from the other schools were involved. Some alluded to the fact that
parents from one school actually campaigned against the proposition, since it would
not directly affect their children. While these parents and their school were not
named, even when the participants were pressed for answers to those questions, it was
very obvious from their remarks that people were focused on their own schools.
Carol Anderson, parent at Homestead School, registered clear disappointment in her
voice as she toured me through the building and showed me peeling paint and stained
ceilings due to roof leaks. “The space issue has really polarized parents. It’s going to
take time for everyone to look at the big picture.” Ward Roberts expressed his regrets
in this way:
What we didn’t do was market this as something for
everyone. Those folks in the schools who would not be
the recipients of new or renovated space didn’t realize
that the new space would decrease their kids’ class
sizes. They would benefit from this indirectly. Their
kids would be in smaller classes receiving better
attention from their teachers.

He, and many others, spoke about the fact that a group of parents from all the schools
had come together and formed an advocacy committee to work with the school
district in passing a second vote, scheduled for December 8, 1998. Nancy Carlson,
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parent of children at Community School, is an active member of the group. She
described it as a “grass roots effort involving all the community.” The group’s
founder and chair is a parent from the Academy School. Nancy confirmed Ward
Roberts’ observation. Parents did not take the long view. Concerned with higher
taxes and lack of direct impact on their children, they did not look past the immediate
to the benefit for all. The parent advocacy group’s mission was to get the word out
that the construction was going to benefit all the children in the end. It is hoped that
their strategy and energy will result in an affirmative vote.
There are some interpersonal issues that cause this competition - cooperation
tug within parent groups. As mentioned in the section. Careful Competition, the
sense of ownership of one’s school of choice colors the remarks neighbors make to
one another. An instructional assistant in Mary Lewiston’s third grade class at
Community School mentioned as a footnote to my interview with Mary that
competition and comparison among parents in social settings (i.e., soccer practice) is
quite prevalent. Other parents, as well as teachers and administrators, mentioned this
in their interviews. Comparisons are made primarily between homework and report
cards at the different schools. These seem to be the key differences for the children
themselves.
I had the privilege of speaking with some wonderful students in my travels
throughout the buildings. I asked them about the differences between the schools and
the impact on their relationships with neighborhood peers. The most obvious
differences for them were homework and report cards. The children at Parkside
School work with weekly homework planners. Assignments for the week are given
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to the children on Monday, with the understanding that planning for their completion
by week’s end is a family decision (Parkside School, personal communication, no
date). One parent described a math project assignment a neighbor’s child had to
complete for Homestead School. It involved researching different units of measure
for common kitchen ingredients. For some of the parents at the other schools, these
approaches to homework were viewed as less demanding than traditional reading and
practice skill sheets given on a nightly basis in their buildings. Some of the children
made similar comparisons.
The formality of the report card used by certain schools over alternative
assessment measures at others was another indicator of comparison and bragging
rights in the community. Both parents and children knew of the differences. The
children didn’t necessarily understand why or know which was better, other than
what they heard their parents say. One delightful sixth grader stated his parents had
said that students who didn’t have formal report cards would have a harder time at the
middle school than those who did.
Nancy Carlson wondered if these issues would be as noticeable in a town
where no choices are offered. Having been a teacher and principal in districts where
geography is the deciding factor for school placement, I know that these same types
of comparisons are made. Schools that may be in poorer sections of a town often get
the reputation of being not as good as those who serve more affluent neighborhoods.
Whether or not the intensity of these emotions is impacted by choice is an issue left
for another study.
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The other constraint that causes this tug is the logistics of busing and
schedules. While split busing and split schedules enable open enrollment to exist,
they make it difficult for neighborhood children to get together to play. Academy and
Community schools share one schedule, while Central, Homestead, and Parkside
share another. The two schedules are forty-five minutes apart and rotate from year to
year. One year a school will be on an 8:30 AM to 2:45 PM schedule, the next year it
will be 9:15 AM to 3:30 PM schedule. For some parents, this causes difficulties with
managing work schedules and daycare. For others, it is just a nuisance. However,
without the split schedule, the transportation budget would double and some children
would ride buses for well over the forty-five minute maximum now in force.
Some parents felt that this schedule caused great difficulty for the children.
One parent remarked, “My daughter has to wait an hour for her best friend to get
home to play. I try to get her to do homework during that time, but it’s hard. When
she’s on the late schedule, she gets used to coming home to play before settling down
to homework.” Other parents felt that there were enough organized activities in town
available for the children to get together despite the scheduling differences (i.e.,
soccer, little league, dance lessons, scouts, etc.).
Parents felt as though open enrollment actually broadened their children’s
circle of friends in a way that neighborhood schools cannot. Laura Beaulieu, parent
of children at both Central and Parkside, even brought this notion closer to home.
“It’s really not an issue for my kids. They have their school friends and their
neighborhood friends. Often there school friends from other neighborhoods come
over to play or for sleep-overs.” Furthermore, she presumed that by virtue of
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attending different schools, “My kids get along pretty well at home. Sometimes I
think it’s because they’re not together at school and at home. It works really well for
us.”
The neighborhood issue and parental chatter influence decisions for choice.
As noted in chapter two, parents do not always choose schools for educational
reasons, even when given the opportunity.

Other Factors in Making a Choice
For some it’s making a decision based on where the neighborhood children
attend school. A few of the parents I spoke with, in interviews and informally, talked
about proximity to home as a key factor. They felt it was a plus to have their child be
able to walk to school. They also felt more secure in knowing school was close to
home in the event of an emergency. One parent noted, “With all the scary things
going on in the world. I’d rather not have my child on a long bus ride away from
familiar surroundings.”
For other parents, peer groups often influence the decision. Three participants
mentioned the fact that there is a large Jewish population in one of the schools. They
wondered if religion was a factor. I wonder if it just has to do with who is in one s
circle of friends. One teacher who is also a parent recounted being at a community
event where another parent asked her where her child attended school. When she
mentioned which school her child was at, she recalled the parent’s reaction as rather
indifferent after which she walked away form her. She said that the competition in
the neighborhoods is linked to people’s perceptions of others. “Pretty much, you get
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labeled into categories, liberal or conservative. I’ve even heard people refer to
[Homestead] and [Parkside] as the hippie schools.” It was for these reasons that her
recommendation to parents who ask is to “... visit the schools. Don’t just rely on your
neighbors for information. You need to see it and know for yourself what is right for
you and your child.”

What If a Choice Doesn’t Work?
Pleasantville is as accommodating as it can be for dissatisfied parents. One
administrator used the analogy of marriage and divorce: in most cases the match
works out well, even if it was a lottery placement versus a first choice. However, as
in some marriages, things don’t work. In this case, the administrator said, “It’s best
to end the relationship. If things aren’t working, it’s miserable for everyone.” Jane
Hillsburg agrees. “Even if it’s the middle of the year, we do everything to make a
move that will help the parent achieve satisfaction if other attempts to resolve an issue
have failed.”
Karen Lieberman recounted a case where the transfer of a child meant a
much-needed new beginning for her:
This poor little girl was overweight. The other children
tormented her on the bus. It began with a child from
one of the other schools, but soon it spread to our
children. We had meetings with the children on the
bus. We talked about our values of respect and caring
for one another. We gave consequences to the children
who were causing the problem. No matter what we
tried, it had reached epidemic proportions and nothing
we could do would change this girl’s image and
relationship with her peers, so we moved her. It turned
out to be the best thing for her. She’s had a fresh start
in her new school. I happened to see her a couple of
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weeks ago. She’s very happy and doing well. I’m
pleased we were able to make this work for her.

The option to have a fresh start in a new school is not one that can be offered
by schools where enrollment is restricted by geographic district. It is a feature that
certainly helps make for a successful relationship between families and the school
system. Often, schools (as noted in chapter two) are unresponsive to such problems
because of bureaucratic policies.
The themes that emerged from the data thus far have been directly related to
parental choice. What about staff members? Do they have opportunities to choose as
well? If so, how does the choice occur?

Choice for Staff
Staff members have an opportunity to exercise choice in two ways, depending
on whether or not they are a new hire or a veteran staff member. While shifting
demographics over the years has caused some involuntary transfers, the open
enrollment system has reached a point where teachers have the option to move into
another position. Each year, as told to me by several staff members, a form is
distributed to staff members asking if they would like to transfer. Transfer requests
cannot always be honored immediately, but often, with patience, they can be honored
at a later time. Two conditions are necessary for transfer: a vacancy at another school
from a resignation or retirement, or another staff member willing to trade places.
Several veteran teachers said that, over the years, people have wound up at the
school they feel is the most comfortable place for them to teach. One recounted an
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involuntary transfer “I wasn’t thrilled with,” but added that she was able to come
back to her original school placement, where she was most comfortable, the next
year.
Two teachers I interviewed were recently hired by the school district. They
both recounted the interview process as being two-sided. In one case, the teacher was
choosing the position as much as the school was choosing him: “I didn’t have to
change careers, I wanted to only if it was the right position. I was looking for ah
environment that suited me as much as they were looking for the right person for their
environment.” The other teacher recalled that in her interview, “People were looking
for specific qualities. They asked specific questions.” On the flip side, “I was able to
ask them about their philosophy, to see if it was right for me.”
These data indicate that teachers are teaching in places that they want to be.
Kathleen Ford, Kindergarten teacher at Community School exclaimed, “I just love
coming to work!” Both Karen Lieberman and Margaret Short also recalled their
interviews and the sense of knowing that the position would be a match for their
individual philosophies.

Success in Satisfaction
It is this sense of satisfaction and feeling a match that indicate the success of
choice for Pleasantville. Time and again I heard from parents how they felt that the
effort expended in researching the schools to find the best placements for their
children was well worth it in the end. Even those who were frustrated with not
getting their choice and winding up having their children placed via the lottery system

169

have not been disappointed. Teachers also felt they were in places comfortable for
them. They described their relationships as very collegial within their schools,
feeling a sense of family with their peers. One teacher observed, “We’ve been
through everything a family would go through here: weddings, birth of babies, major
illness and surgery, even the death of a colleague or his or her spouse.”
Again and again, the words, “You can’t make a bad choice,” were said by the
participants. The sense that open enrollment is a tool for educational excellence;
despite some of its obstacles, permeates the data gathered during my visits.
When asked what might happen if some catastrophic event were to cause the
school district to dictate that open enrollment would be replaced by geographic
districts, the participants unanimously indicated that the community would rise up in
rebellion. One school committee member remarked, “I don’t even think the issue
would come to the table.” The longevity of this program choice, twenty-six years, is
testimony to its success as measured in satisfaction levels by parents, children, and
staff members. As Assistant Superintendent Gary Foster phrased it, “Open
enrollment is a central thread in the fabric of the school district.”

Summary and Overview of Chapter Five
Open enrollment in Pleasantville has had an eventful history, as evidenced by
the data presented in this chapter. Each of the five schools in the district has carved
out a niche that responds to the needs of the community. The schools have arrived at
these places through a variety of steps, involving a variety of people. Within the
context of their individual foci, they must also strike a balance between competition
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and cooperation. This “careful competition” also extends to the community-at-large.
In the district’s struggle to achieve high, equitable standards, the community has
struggled with setting aside individual zealousness in the name of the common good.
As a result of these issues, the schools have had the opportunity to try many
new practices and allow the ones that proved successful to migrate between them. As
a result, the staff has had to work to stay current in the research and to reflect on their
practice - two activities the research in chapter two indicates make for more effective
schools.
What does all this mean for other school districts? What are the implications
for other schools in practice and for further research? Chapter five seeks to answer
these two questions in light of the data.
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CHAPTER V
IMPLICATIONS FOR OTHER SCHOOLS AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH

Implications for Other Schools

The purpose of this case study was to provide a concrete context for a
discussion of public school choice at the elementary level. A picture painted through
the eyes of the researcher and the voices of the participants allows others to see each
of the schools, both for what they are individually, and for how they fit into the whole
of the school district. What can be learned from their journey and how does that fit
into the discussion of change initiatives intended to increase student achievement?
This chapter is divided into two major sections. The first looks at the
implications for other school districts: those thinking about choice as an option for
their elementary school students, using the data from the study as a backdrop. The
second section outlines possible avenues to pursue in future studies. Many questions,
which can shed more light on this subject, remain to be answered.

Is Choice Worth the Effort?
All the participants in this study agreed that providing choice for families in
public schools is a lot of work - hard work. Yet, despite the effort it takes and some
of the negatives associated with it as presented in chapter four, they all agreed that the
open enrollment system is worth the work. When asked if some catastrophic event
might cause the district to change from open enrollment to neighborhood schools, all
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the respondents agreed that a full-scale rebellion would be the result. Most could not
even imagine circumstances that might precipitate such a move. Lisa Stone, a school
board member, stated, “I don’t even think [this issue] would even come to the table,
let alone be supported. We’d find other ways to solve whatever the problem might
be.”
Public education is at a crossroads in America. We are being pushed to raise
achievement for all students. While the first three waves of reform since 1983 have
been focused on this goal, two political forces are at work on this issue as we enter
the twenty-first century. First is the ‘fourth wave’ of reform, as I have chosen to
describe it in chapter two. Recent moves on the part of the federal government and
many state governments to define high standards of achievement for all students are
more than just rhetoric. Students are being tested, based on these standards, and
accountability has been raised significantly for all members of the education
community.
The second political force is the debate over choice. As discussed in detail in
chapter two, many avenues are being pursued to provide choices for families.
However, most of those choices are outside of the public school community; namely,
charter schools and voucher programs. If choice is such a good idea, why is there
virtually no discussion of public schools’ offering choices and how we might enable
them to do so? This answer to that question is political - a discussion best left to
another arena.
It is these two forces that can and should cause school districts to think
differently about how to meet the needs of a diverse student body. This is not new
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thinking Just a new context. As far back as the Johnson administration, when Title
I/Chapter I programs were initiated, we began to realize that some students needed a
different kind of programming to be successful in school. Massachusetts’ own
Chapter 766 was landmark legislation that recognized and attempted to meet that
need for learning-disabled children. Subsequent federal statutes and regulations have
also recognized the need to provide for the learning disabled and those whose first
language is not English.
While these programs are intended to raise the standards for the disadvantaged
using alternative strategies, certainly educators would agree that a variety of strategies
should be used to meet the learning needs of all their students, not just those
identified with a specific need. Recent advances in brain research (see chapter two)
have brought this notion to the forefront. My experience as an educator would attest
that alternative strategies for educating children are a part of the microcosm of many
classrooms in many schools. Why not extend the microcosm of alternatives to the
macrocosm of whole schools and school districts?
The convergence of standards and accountability with choice can be a
powerful vehicle for a new way of thinking about how schools are configured. As
chapter two points out, standards, as we now know them, are written in a way that
allows educators to find ways to meet them. The standards are ‘global,’ but the
indicators of success and the paths to achieve them are intended to be local. The
standards-based movement, supported by data-based decisions, can foster the opening
of minds to a variety of possibilities for communities of learners to achieve at high
levels. While Pleasantville is just beginning to align its curriculum to state standards.
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in essence it has been engaging in this practice since the late 1970’s, when a common
district curriculum was adopted, while allowing individual schools to find ways to
deliver the curriculum in the context of their individual personalities. What can we
learn from these experts in the field?

Advice from Pleasantville’s Experts
Everyone interviewed in this case study was asked their advice to another
school system contemplating a choice system. Their suggestions ranged from
conceptual to pragmatic elements. Suggestions for how the conversation should be
had, who should be involved, what the parameters for thinking should be, to how it
should be configured were in the range of answers.
There was unanimous agreement that the community would first have to
understand two fundamental precepts. On the pragmatic side, choice involves time,
effort, and a commitment of some funds to make it work. These commitments would
have to be part of an agreement between all parties discussing the possibility. Gary
Foster eloquently summed up the fundamental issue on the conceptual side: “There’s
a philosophical underpinning here. Everyone has to accept...that kids learn
differently. ... The district needs to think divergently.”
As for beginning the process, all the participants agreed that this would have
to be a community conversation. School district administrators and teachers would
need to be talking with parents about what the community might want for its children
and find out whether the district has the capacity to offer the programs. There was
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also agreement that many meetings over the period of at least a year, supplemented
by surveys to gather much-needed opinion from constituent groups, were necessary.
The other piece of advice that participants in all groups (administrators,
teachers, and parents) had was to clearly define the choices. The data on confusion
between the school’s stated mission and how that is implemented presented in chapter
four corroborates this view. In this particular case, each school has tried to carve out
its own niche. Yet, as many noted, there is some blurring of the lines which, oh the
positive side, is the result of good innovative programs migrating from one school to
the next. I wonder if this is because each school is in the business of trying to find a
balance between competition and cooperation and, therefore, focusing on microissues rather than macro-issues; this, in turn, confusing the choices. If, as it seems,
the choice breaks down to two basic differences in instructional practice followed by
a more individualized cultural spin, the district might be better served to frame the
choices for what they are. It would certainly provide an interesting discussion for
Pleasantville’s school community.
This issue is one from which other school districts might leam as they wrestle
with choices. Is it necessary for every school in an open enrollment system to have a
distinct focus? Can the choices be narrowed to two or three, and then be executed?
By narrowing the choices, the ways to implement them might actually be broadened.
For those schools finding transportation for open enrollment cost-prohibitive, choices
might be better addressed in a schools-within-schools approach. A pilot study done
prior to the proposal for this study (Houle, personal communication, 1997) found
such a system, also in New England. Their choice essentially is between multi-age
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classes and graded classes, and is found in all schools, Kindergarten through grade
eight. The possibilities are endless, the process somewhat daunting, and yet, as
Parkside participants recalled from their recent efforts to define themselves,
exhilarating. Is it this excitement that breeds a community committed to the success
of its students, no matter what form the pedagogy takes?
A final consideration, as suggested by some of the administrators, is to be
clear on policies that drive enrollment in the programs being offered. Pleasantville
has a good policy in place that has been revisited periodically as issues have emerged.
Most recently, in 1992, the policy was amended to clearly define the lottery system
used when schools are oversubscribed. As Pleasantville has wrestled with their
shrinking available space, this policy became necessary to assure all parents that a fair
and equitable system was being used. This policy, along with other factors, is an
enabler of open enrollment.
Another policy consideration is equity of services among all children. While
choice fosters the use of different approaches to teaching and learning, coupled with
site-based management, equity has been an issue for this district. This is a fairly
affluent community, enabling parents to give or raise extraordinary amounts of
money to support their individual schools. The result has been, at times, somewhat
lopsided service delivery over the years. Therefore, as noted in the data in chapter
four, guidelines were necessary to ensure that all children had equal access to basic
services, no matter what school they attended. The socio-economic factors of other
school districts may also affect the equity issue.
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What others might consider, on advice from the experts in the field, is what
can enable choices to happen and what might inhibit them. The data about what
enables and inhibits open enrollment is interesting to note and can inform others of
the tools required to implement a choice system, as well as the pitfalls they might
encounter.

Enabling Factors
When asked about what enabled open enrollment to flourish, the participants
focused mostly on parental involvement. The first factor was the relative autonomy
parents have to “...choose a place for their child where that child will excel,”
according to Alicia Mayfield, parent of children at Academy School. Others
extended that sense of commitment to the school district as a whole, especially in the
area of transportation for all. Mary Ann Waters and Lisa Stone, school board
members, mentioned this commitment as a cornerstone of board policy over the
years. Lisa remarked, “Although the transportation issue has been questioned
periodically and we know it’s more expensive, the result is worth the cost.”

Inhibiting Factors
When asked what inhibits open enrollment from working as well as it should,
two issues came to the forefront. Carolyn Anderson, parent from Homestead School,
noted that “...the different schedules can make it hard on kids interacting in their own
neighborhoods.” She added, “We can get around that through the many activities that
are available for our kids to socialize: soccer, gymnastics, scouts, etcetera.
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Several

other parents mentioned the scheduling issue as being a difficult one, especially since
it changes from year to year.
The other inhibitor was noted in chapter four: the Balkanization of the parents.
All those with whom I spoke agreed that parents love their individual schools, but it is
difficult for them to come together on district-wide issues, such as construction of
new spaces. Alicia Mayfield echoed Ward Roberts’ sentiments on the marketing of
the vote on the basis of the indirect benefits for students not being housed in the new
space: “Parents want to know what’s in it for them. I don’t think that’s only because
of open enrollment, I think it is a part of our society. But, I suppose you could say
that choice fosters those feelings more than no choice.”
Another piece of advice parents had to give to their counterparts in other
districts is to open communication between the schools. Barbara Jones, parent at
Central School, talked about the communication that currently takes place between
the PTO presidents, and suggested that it be expanded:
As a matter of fact, they have met and written joint
letters to the school [board] over the years, expressing
common concerns. We should probably consider
opening up those meetings to all parents. That way, we
could be a single voice for things like more space for
our children.
These pieces of advice from the inside experts are worthy of consideration for
any school district contemplating choice options for their elementary school students.
However, there are many other questions needing answers that fell outside the scope
of this study. These answers would help to further inform the discourse on choice as
a reform strategy, and should be considered as directions for future research.
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Directions for Future Study

Impact of Choice on Student Achievement
This question is the obvious one emanating from this study. The study itself
raised a more focused question: how do the children do when they arrive at the
middle school? The participants in this study gave some insight as to how they do,
which is: they do well. According to several, some children experience adjustment
problems when going to the middle school, especially in the area of letter-grade
assessment. Two years ago, according to several administrators, a project-based team
was established to provide an instructional pedagogy mirroring the one used by
Homestead and Parkside. Most agreed that after the first marking term, most students
were well within the routine and, according to several, “...the teachers can’t tell
which school they came from.”
The next step would be to include the middle school community in the data
collection to see just how the children do when they arrive. However, this raises a
difficult question. Do the difficulties some students encounter result from the
education they received at the elementary level, or do they emanate from a middle
school system that may or may not be as responsive to differences in instructional
styles that are the threads of the fabric of that education? Certainly, this would be
interesting to explore.
Data on student performance at the secondary level indicate that the students
in Pleasantville achieve high levels of academic excellence. The school district’s
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profile sheet gathering data from the graduating class of 1996 show results of key
indicators of nationally recognized academic success:
• average SAT scores of 572, verbal, and 591 math (above the
national average)
• 90% of the students attending post-secondary education.
However, the statistics for student success in a choice system will require years of
study of a variety of empirical data. Jane Hillsburg indicated that the school district
and community-at-large really don’t know how the students are performing. They
have identified exit outcomes for sixth grade students, but work needs to be done to
design appropriate and fair assessments that will allow children to demonstrate what
they have learned. Her questions with regard to the relationship between choice and
student achievement are interesting ones, worth consideration and pursuit:
“But I’d like to be able to figure out what the advantages are.... Are there any other
deeper advantages; are there some there some curricular advantages?” This question
may be answered to some degree as this district begins to sift through data it gets
from the state’s newly instituted testing program over a period of many years. These
data, along with the same or similar data from other school districts implementing
choice programs, would prove to be very interesting.
However, there’s another “What if?” What if the results show that one school
is performing significantly higher or lower than another? Does choice get the blame?
What other factors might influence the results? If certain special needs programs are
housed only at certain sites, does that skew the results and, if so, how should the data
be analyzed to ensure a fair interpretation? In the case of low performance, is it the
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fault of the school’s philosophy, the teachers in that school, an inappropriate
placement of the child in the environment, or some other mitigating factor?
These questions are not to suggest that further study should be driven by
quantitative methods alone. Certainly, quantitative analysis of test data would play a
key role in answering these questions. However, this should not preclude other
qualitative studies of this phenomenon.
While this study was conducted from a phenomenological perspective, a more
ethnographic approach would certainly inform the conversation. Assuming the role
of participant observer, or engaging in intense fieldwork designed to immerse the
researcher in the culture of schools of choice (Patton, 1990) would provide data to
inform this question. Jane Hillsburg raised another regarding the relationship of
parental involvement to student achievement in the context of choice. “Are the kids
learning more because they are in schools where their parents want them to be and
where they think they’re, and where the parents think the kids’ styles are, matching
the school culture? That would be very interesting to me.”

The Impact of Parental Involvement in a Choice System on Student
Achievement

While the relationship between choice and student achievement is an
interesting one in and of itself, it may not be capable being considered solely on
learning environments and statistical data. The relationship between parental
involvement in their children’s education and choice, as mentioned in chapter four,
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was not one that could be determined from this study limited by its phenomenological
focus.
What we do know from the research is that high levels of parental
involvement have a positive impact on student learning (Griffith, 1996; Comer,
1997). Griffith’s (1996) work defines this high level as one that empowers parents to
participate in the governance of the school and in programs as a partner in the
learning process. While his results were somewhat mixed, children of parents at
higher operating levels of involvement did score better on some measures. Comer’s
(1997) model, the School Development Program, which was designed to bring those
usually disenfranchised by public schools into a relationship of empowerment and has
met with success in urban settings.
However, a causal relationship between parental involvement in choice
programs and students’ success has not been clearly determined (Ogawa & Dutton,
1994). There is some data to suggest a correlation between establishing a sense of
community within a school of choice and student achievement due to the motivating
factor of a specific kind of teaching and learning focus and a child’s or his/her
family’s propensity for that style (Raywid, 1994). This case study did not yield data
to answer this question. One could surmise that the empowerment of choice would
have a positive effect on student learning. Data gathered on parental participation in
choice programs from a variety of communities with diverse populations could test
this presumption.
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Will Standards-Based Education Encourage Intradistrict Choice and Will That
Choice Lead to Overall Improvement in Public Education?

This question will not be answered in the immediate future, but it could
certainly provide an interesting perspective to the school reform process. Will the
promise of standards-based education live up to the reality? If so, will we discover in
the process that one size does not fit all and will America’s children be better for it?
It is my hope that the data from this research will fuel a cogent discussion as the
search for ‘Utopia’ continues.
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APPENDIX
INFORMED CONSENT: ADMINISTRATOR OR
SCHOOL COMMITTEE MEMBER

Dear Administrator or School Committee Member,
I am a graduate student in the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. I would like to invite you to participate in a dissertation
research project. I am interested in studying suburban schools that offer program
choice to their students’ families and teachers.
Your participation will include an interview approximately one hour long. If you have
any documents pertaining to the choices you offer that would be informative, I would
appreciate copies. For principals, I would also like to make use of your schools to
observe classrooms and conduct interviews with interested teachers, parents, and
children.
The data gathered from this study will be shared with my dissertation committee and
other appropriate members of the University of Massachusetts community. The
culmination of my work will be the publication of my dissertation, which will be
housed in hard copy and microfiche at the W.E.B. DuBois library on campus. I will
protect both your identity and that of the [Pleasantville] Public Schools by giving you
pseudonyms. You should know that I will both summarize the data I gather through
interviews and observations and use direct quotes. However, your name will not be
used anywhere in the document. I will share my findings with the school
administration and you, as a participant, if you wish. Should you wish to remove
yourself from participation in the study, you may feel free to do so by 15 May 1998.
After that date, I will have reached the final stages of my work and will not be able to
remove that data from the document.
I appreciate your giving your time and attention to this study, to help me learn more
about the phenomenon of program choice in suburban elementary schools. If you
have any questions, please feel free to ask me when I m in town or call me at home,
(413) 323-5027. You are also welcome to contact my committee chair. Dr. Gretchen
Rossman, (413) 545-4377.
Thank you.

Judith C. Houle

*********************************************************************
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Please sign below if you are willing to participate in this dissertation research project
as outlined above.
Signature: ___
Print Name: ___
Role in the school community:__
Date:

___
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APPENDIX
INFORMED CONSENT: TEACHER OR
PARENT/GUARDIAN

Dear Teacher or Parent/Guardian,
I am a graduate student in the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. I would like to invite you to participate in a dissertation
research project. I am interested in studying suburban schools that offer program
choice to their students’ families and teachers.
Your participation will include a group and/or an individual interview approximately
one hour long each. For those parents and children who are willing, I would also like
to conduct interviews with some children of approximately thirty to forty-five
minutes. I would also like to spend part of a day in willing teachers’ classrooms to
observe. I would be more than willing to assist in the classroom in any way I can
during my visit as an extra set of hands on a project, working with a small group of
students, or doing whatever else you might need.
The data gathered from this study will be shared with my dissertation committee and
other appropriate members of the University of Massachusetts community. The
culmination of my work will be the publication of my dissertation, which will be
housed in hard copy and microfiche at the W.E.B. DuBois library on campus. I will
protect both your identity and that of the [Pleasantville] Public Schools by giving you
pseudonyms. You should know that I will both summarize the data I gather through
interviews and observations and use direct quotes. However, your name will not be
used anywhere in the document. I will share my findings with the school
administration and you, as a participant, if you wish. Should you wish to remove
yourself from participation in the study, you may feel free to do so by 15 June 1998.
After that date, I will have reached the final stages of my work and will not be able to
remove that data from the document.
I appreciate your giving your time and attention to this study, to help me learn more
about the phenomenon of program choice in suburban elementary schools. If you
have any questions, please feel free to ask me when I’m in town or call me at home,
(413) 323-5027. You are also welcome to contact my committee chair. Dr. Gretchen
Rossman, (413) 545-4377.
Thank you.

Judith C. Houle

***************************************************************
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Please sign below if you are willing to participate in dissertation research project as
outlined above.
Signature: _
Print Name: _
Role in the school community: _

PLEASE COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING IF YOU GRANT PERMISSION
FOR YOUR CHILD TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY.
I, as parent or guardian for my child,
_, give permission for him or her to be
interviewed as part of the study under the parameters outlined above.
Date:

_
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